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Abstract 

Higher levels of competition in online channels and the resulting information overload 

among customers is becoming an issue of increasing concern among marketers who 

seek to provide persuasive content. Past research has revealed that storytelling is an 

effective tool to achieve persuasion. Research has also suggested that consumers are 

essentially storytellers who narrate their experiences in the form of stories. Several 

researchers have looked at consumers’ stories and investigated the effect that these 

stories have on their receivers.  

In the last decade the research about storytelling has shifted to the online world. There 

is a board agreement amongst researchers that this is indeed very persuasive when 

compared to other forms of promotional online content. Although online content can 

possess various characteristics, textual content is the dominant type of content 

employed by both consumers and sellers/producers. This thesis asks: 

What effect do characteristics of online textual content have on persuading 

consumers? 

This research question is grounded in Narrative Paradigm Theory that is used to present 

a conceptual model that allows for the development of more specific research questions 

dealing with characteristics of online textual content. To do this, a distinction is first 

drawn between user generated content (UGC) and producer generated content (PGC). 

In both cases, textual content can be story- or argument-based and can possess various 

other characteristics, that can be basic (valence and word count), stylistic (story-/ 

argument-based) and semantic (use of meaning in words). The thesis seeks to 

investigate what effect these characteristics have on the persuasion process of 

customers viewing online textual content. It seeks to understand what characteristics 

make textual content, (whether UGC or PGC) believable and influential and whether 

the knowledge learnt from UGC can be used by marketers to create persuasive content. 

A further aim of the research, is to identify an analytical tool that can help content 

creators identify the persuasive potential of any given text.  
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The main research question and model gave rise to the following five sub-research 

questions: 

RQ1: What are the themes and concepts used by reviewers expressing 

differing customer satisfaction when posting UGC? 

RQ 2: Does the narrative force resulting from reviews posted as UGC differ 

by declared customer satisfaction ratings? 

RQ3: What is the impact of different content type and length of online textual 

reviews on narrative believability and purchase intention? 

RQ4: Does objective knowledge effect the impact of different content type of 

online textual reviews on narrative believability and purchase intention? 

RQ5: Does story-based textual PGC improve website stickiness? 

To answer these research questions, four empirical studies are undertaken. Study one 

analyses the first two research questions whilst the remaining three studies each analyse 

a further research question. Different research methods for collecting and analysing 

data were used to address the research questions. Using different research methods is 

regarded advantageous because it allows for methodological rigorousness. The first 

study employs the qualitative analytical tools using the Diction and Leximancer 

software while the three other studies make us of an experimental approach. 

Experimental designs are preferred when the goal of the research is theory application. 

This doctoral thesis is presented in a monograph format comprising five chapters: 

Introduction, Literature review, Methodology, Empirical studies, and Conclusion. The 

latter indicates how the research contributes to the body of knowledge by providing 

multiple theoretical and managerial implications. 

Keywords: Online textual reviews, UGC, PGC, Narrative Paradigm Theory, 

Persuasion, Storytelling Narrative force, Narrative believability, Diction, Leximancer. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Introduction to chapter 1 

The introduction of web interactivity has transformed the online world into an arena 

where companies compete with each other and allocate substantial budgets to promote 

their products and services on online channels. Kollewe (2017) reports that Facebook 

and Google attract almost one-fifth of global advertising expenditure. Indeed, the 

revenue from online ads for these two companies has nearly double in five years. In 

2018, Google’s revenue from adverts was close to 116.3 billion US dollars while 

revenue from Facebook ads topped 16.6 billion US dollars in the last quarter of 2018 

(Gesenhues, 2019). Concurrently, Twitter increased ad revenue by 734% between 2012 

and 2016 (Kollewe, 2017). As expected, online advertising has overtaken television 

advertising and established itself as the leading ad medium in the world (Kollewe, 

2017). 

Online adverts are often linked to Producer Generated Content (PGC) landing 

webpages. These pages are created with the main objective of increasing the likelihood 

that the user takes further action after landing. Given the cost of online advertising, 

companies strive to create persuasive content on their landing webpages. It is of course 

useless to successfully bring a potential customer to a landing page whose PGC is 

difficult to read, navigate or understand. Hence, an important challenge for online 

advertisers is to convince potential customers to act after they land on a landing page. 

In a recent study Goyal et al. (2018), report that PGC on landing pages in the form of 

an advertorial rather than explicit advertisements deliver a weaker experience. Their 

study also reports that the use of video is more successful in attracting attention. In 

addition, the authors report that the design of advertorial landing pages that consist 

predominantly of text content, also plays a pivotal role on the effectiveness of a landing 

page.  

However, given the interactivity provided by WEB 2.0, promotional content is no 

longer simply provided by producers and it is also possible for consumers to narrate 
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and disseminate their consumption experiences. This can be either positive or negative 

and can make use of several User Generated Content (UGC) channels. Like PGC that 

features on landing pages, UGC can also take various forms but the two are different 

from each other (Cheong & Morrison, 2008). 

PGC is created and communicated by the actual online vendors or their intermediaries 

and its main objective is to either explicitly promote or persuade. In PGC, the producer 

assumes that consumers evaluate products by comparing available offerings. PGC 

information about any product or service, can be presented in multiple formats but in 

most cases,  it presents specification characteristics and key aspects like price. Such 

information is intended to help consumers minimise the chances of undertaking risky 

purchases (Chiu et al., 2014). Put simply, in this scenario producers assumes that 

consumers analyse the features of products or services and decide after they “determine 

the ideal price/characteristic balance” (Mikalef et al., 2017, p. 4).  

On the other hand, UGC is provided by consumers who do not necessarily seek to 

promote or sell a product. Indeed, UGC can be positive or negative (Chevalier & 

Mayzlin, 2006). Singh and Sonnenburg (2012) hold that often the objective of the 

reviewer is unknown. However, UGC appears to be more engaging than PGC and in 

turn this directly affects consumer purchases (Malthouse, Calder & Vanderbosch, 

2016). In the context of UGC the marketer is not directly involved and only provides 

the virtual platforms where consumers can narrate their experiences (Singh & 

Sonnenburg, 2012). Malthouse et al. (2016) recommend that marketers should seek to 

prompt consumers to create engaging UGC about their brands since this has a direct 

relationship to the actual buying decision. Woodside (2016) observes that multiple 

researchers have attributed the persuasiveness potential of UGC to its story-like 

characteristic were consumers use products and services as props and enjoy narrating 

stories about how they used these props in their everyday life. As discussed in chapter 

1 and 2, the story-based characteristic is more often associated with UGC than with 

PGC. Although they possess different characteristics, both PGC and UGC coexist 

together online and both appear to have an effect on the decision making process of 

consumers (Mikalef et al,. 2017).  

This thesis sets out to explore the persuasive effect of UGC and PGC where the content 
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is argumentative/technical or story-based (positive/moderate/negative). It considers 

storytelling as a key characteristic of persuasive UGC that can also feature in a PGC 

context. Marketers who understand their consumers’ preferences through UGC analysis 

would also be in a better position to create persuasive PGC. For the purpose of this 

study, textual content found on reviewing websites is referred to as UGC whilst textual 

content generated by product marketers is characterised as PGC. Other researchers, 

such as Van Laer, Feiereisen and Visconti (2019), have categorised online content as: 

commercial vs non-commercial. Commercial content is used in advertising or on 

companies’ websites and non-commercial is conveyed through other user generated 

websites that are intended to educate rather than to achieve marketing objectives.  

In view of the growing importance of online adverts and their related landing webpages, 

this thesis considers the use of story-based textual content, as a characteristic that is 

closely associated with UGC, (sections below) but that could potentially also enhance 

engagement or stickiness on PGC landing pages. As will be discussed in the sections 

below, storytelling is increasingly seen by researchers as an important persuasive tool 

(Woodside, Sood & Miller, 2008). 

This thesis is built on the work by Bruner (1990) and Escalas (2004a) who observe that 

people make sense of their lives by thinking about themselves and the events around 

them in the form of stories. Storytelling is pervasive through life (Woodside et al., 

2008). People relate to each other in terms of stories (Fisher 1987) and products and 

brands often play both central and peripheral roles in their stories (Woodside et al., 

2008). This study supports the idea by Weick (1995, p. 127) and others (Adaval and 

Wyer., 1998; Bruner, 1990; Escalas, 2004b; Schank, 1990) that “people think 

narratively rather than argumentatively or paradigmatically”. In addition, stories add 

value to products and help marketers to differentiate their brand by attaching emotions 

to the offering (Lundqvist et al., 2013). Story-based content seeks a subjective 

assessment by recipients while argumentative technical content focuses on the technical 

and specific features of the offering and seeks an objective assessment by recipients. 

Technology reviewing websites often make use of very technical jargon on the 

assumption that readers are familiar with the technical terms and can make a rational-

objective decision. This research adds to current knowledge about UGC and PGC 

online textual content. In a UGC context, it considers: 



4	|	P a g e

• The themes and concepts used by consumers and the persuasive potential of such

text which is referred to as narrative force;

• the effect of long story-based and long argumentative/technical reviews vs short

story-based and long story-based reviews on online narrative believability, and

purchase intention; together with;

• the effect of objective knowledge in this persuasion process.

In a PGC context, the research investigates: 

• the effect of story-based and argumentative base textual content on website

stickiness.

It also considers how knowledge learnt from UGC can be used to create engaging 

PGC. 

This chapter proceeds to provide more detail by first expanding on the concept of 

storytelling, highlighting its importance through a marketing communication lens. It 

acknowledges that additional to the key role of story-based content, there are other 

factors that impact the persuasiveness potential. It proceeds to consider available 

literature and theoretical frameworks to propose a broad research question that is 

subsequently further elaborated in five more focused research questions in chapter 2.  

1.2 Stories and storytelling  

Stories are used in all walks of life. People think in terms of stories (Abbott, 2002; 

Adaval & Wyner, 1998) that connect events in a sequential way (Pennington & Hastie, 

1986). Such stories allow people to explain and understand the passage of events 

(Ricoeur, 1991). Burke (1966) was amongst the first scholars who presented 

storytelling as a powerful persuasive tool. Several consumer behaviour researchers 

followed this idea and adopted the use of storytelling to consumer research (e.g., 

Deighton, Romer & McQueen, 1989; Stern 1995; Wells, 1988). Escalas (2004a) 

suggests that consumers interpret their encounters with products and services in story 

like process. Essentially, brands are created through stories that consumers attached to 

products and services (Twitchell, 2004).  
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Nowadays, storytelling has become prevalent among marketing practitioners who see 

it as a useful online persuasive tool that can help differentiate their communication from 

the myriad of information available online. Customers too make use of stories when 

they report and record their consumption experience on user generated channels. 

Marketers are aware that stories about brands can potentially influence purchase 

behaviour (Merchant, Ford & Sargeant, 2010). Indeed, in marketing communication, 

stories are considered as a means to move audiences to action (Adaval & Wyer, 1998; 

McKee & Fryer, 2003). From that beginning, storytelling has become the most effective 

way to roll new ideas into the world (McKee, 2003). Indeed, more recently, Sergeeva 

and Trifilova (2019) propose storytelling as a powerful tool to be used for presenting 

innovative ideas and attracting interest from others.  

Research has suggested that stories have the potential to influence real-world attitudes, 

beliefs and intentions irrespective of whether they are real or fictitious (Busselle & 

Bilandzic, 2008; Marsh & Fazio, 2006; Strange & Leung, 1999). Brown (1998) hold 

that stories are narrated by authors from a particular point-of-view for a particular 

audience and are usually inspired with motive. Hamby and van Laer (2019) hold that 

stories can potentially be used to influence actions for a greater good. On the other 

hand, Fisher (1987) claims that the objective of the storyteller can be masked behind a 

good story. He uses the example of Mein Kampf which narrated a persuasive story that 

managed to reinforce the belief of others without them realizing the hidden motive of 

the writer. Twitchell (2004) holds that the main purpose of a story is often not explicit 

to the listeners. 

In past years, storytelling has proved to be influential in marketing campaigns of 

leading world brands. For example, in 1999, Nike released a one-minute commercial 

that focused on the career story of Michael Jordan. Unlike competitors at the time, Nike 

were innovative enough to create a storytelling advert which did not refer to the brand 

until the very end when the brand tag line: Just do it, appeared over a school photo of 

Jordan, followed by the classic Nike logo. Since then Nike has repeatedly made use of 

storytelling to promote its brand. Every year, the company captures stories that involve 

their brand as props in people’s lives which they use to promote their products. In fact, 

every new product Nike rolls out into the market is launched through a story rather than 

a press release (Patel, 2019). Like Nike, Red Bull, has also used stories that do not 
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specifically focus on the brand. Red Bull attributes its business success over the past 

years to its ability of telling inspiring stories. Through these story narratives of 

successful athletes, Red Bull has been able to associate its brand to the energy of its 

sponsored people and projects (WayUp, 2019). Burt’s Bees, a company which 

specialises in and sells a huge range of natural bodycare products, has since its 

inception, relied on storytelling. The company continuously recounts stories through its 

social media channels which are intended to educate its consumers not only about its 

products but also about bees, honey and wax which are the key ingredients of its brand 

and products. Ford is another good example of a company that has relied on the use of 

storytelling in their marketing campaigns. Ford’s vice-president, Mark Truby, claims 

that: “A good story makes you feel something and is universal. They (Customers) want 

to grasp your values and your commitment to excellence; be inspired and intrigued. 

Storytelling is the most powerful way to convey these ideas” (Butkevicius, 2019). 

Boguszeicz-Kreft, Kreft and Żurek (2019) highlight the role of ‘mythocracy’, a new 

marketing paradigm that holds that an organisation that has something to sell cannot do 

so without storytelling. They make reference to Walt Disney Company and refer to it as 

a narrative company which since its foundation has always used storytelling to 

strengthen its corporate hegemony. Storytelling marketing accentuates a unique story 

and explains the mythical meaning of the product, rather than its practical function and 

this, in turn, strengthens brand image (Kim, Bae & Hong, 2019). 

The selection of examples presented above, confirm that both large and small brands 

are employing the idea that storytelling is key to attract customers and are making use 

of storytelling in their marketing efforts (Pulizzi, 2012). Vincent (2002) focuses on the 

mythology surrounding successful brands such as Starbucks, Harley Davidson and 

Coca Cola. In his book, he argues that if marketers want to attract consumers for a long-

term relationship they need to start thinking like storytellers and proceeds to provide 

guidelines for effective story writing. Bassano et al. (2019) who looked at tourism 

marketing in the digital age, hold that storytelling can also be managed to enhance 

brand competitiveness. Indeed, Mills (2017) has argued that company stories displayed 

on consumer-packaged goods represent a silent but important marketing 

communication tool. He holds that brand stories on wrappers follow patterns and 

marketers can engineer these stories for strategic purposes. He observes that certain 

stories become more conspicuous for certain product categories than others and 
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provides evidence that product attributes can be engineered as a tool for competitive 

positioning. 

1.3 Difference between stories and other traditional forms of promotion 

Wells (1988) who makes a distinction between lecture and drama, considers story as 

somewhere between the two but closer to drama. He holds that his distinction provides 

an opportunity “to explore a whole new territory” (p. 20) in advertising. He notes that 

marketers need to seek to understand the use of drama and the combination of lecture-

drama more. Subsequently, other researchers (e.g., Boller & Olson, 1991; Stern; 1991; 

1992) considered the distinction between lecture and drama in their studies but Wells’ 

(1989) invitation to explore the lacuna between lecture and drama was best received by 

Deighton, Romer and McQueen (1989). They built on the work by Wells (1988) and 

proposed a continuum which they used to differentiate between argument on one end 

and drama on the other - See visualisation in Figure 1.1.  

Figure 1.1 Continuum of content (based on: Deighton, Romer and McQueen, 
1989) 

Deighton, et al. (1989, p. 336) suggest that argument-based content, “holds the viewer 

at an arm’s length” whilst drama-based content pulls and involves the viewer into the 

action that it represents. They posit that argument-based content “backs its claims with 

appeals to objectivity and is processed evaluatively” (p. 335). The meaning of an 

argument in everyday life is often used to refer to a quarrel between two or more people. 

Argument 
Narrator/s 
No Characters 
No Plot 

Demonstration 
Narrator/s 
No Characters 
Plot 

Drama 
Actors 
Plot 

Story 
Narrator/s 
Characters 
Plot 
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However, from a critical thinking point of view, an argument is a collection of 

statements. It represents the premises that lead to a final statement which is the 

conclusion. Readers are invited to evaluate the points made and to act on them. While 

in an argument the receiver is left with limited leeway to interpret meaning differently, 

in a story the narrator refers to tangible factors, such as the plot and characters and 

allows the receiver leeway to interpret meaning (Twitchell, 2004). Like Weick (1995), 

Singh and Sonnenburg (2012, p. 8) observe that people think in terms of events like 

plot and character rather than “in terms of validity of an idea (argumentatively)”. 

Argument-based content commences to shift along the continuum to become what 

Deighton, et al. (1989) term demonstration-based content when a plot is introduced in 

the text but there are no character or characters. Stern, Thompson and Arnould (1998, 

p. 201) argue that in a plot chronological order is pivotal and a good story must progress

toward a goal by “providing temporal arrangement of events (what thing happens

next)”. Stern et al. (1998) further argue that a plot also needs to lead to a resolution and

has to provide information about the narrator’s identity. In addition to a plot, the

inclusion and involvement of a character or characters shifts the type of content further

to the right and transforms it into story-based content. Here, a character or characters

are the protagonists or players who act within the context of the plot. They are distinct

from the narrator or narrators since the role of the narrator is to address the audience,

whilst characters are used to demonstrate human values (Deighton et al., 1989; Scholes,

1980).

In line with Deighton et al. (1989) continuum consumers searching online can 

encounter at least two main types of online content. First, there is the argumentative 

content that expects readers to undertake rational decision-making. In the absence of 

sufficient product knowledge, this type of online content is considered as information 

coming from highly knowledgeable consumers. Second, there is content describing 

consumption experiences that attempt to persuade receivers through the use of story-

based content. The choice of content could be, at least partially, influenced by a number 

of other factors that are highlighted in the next section. 
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1.4 Other factors affecting online content 

Consumption experiences can be reported by consumers in different forms since these 

are dependent on various factors. The first factor to consider is the balance between 

tangible and intangible elements in the product offering (Shostack, 1977). This balance 

is expected to affect the way an offering is reviewed. For example, when tourists are 

reviewing an experience with intangible elements, such as visiting a new country, they 

tend to follow a ‘narrativistic approach’ (McCabe & Foster, 2006). The intangibility of 

such a service often stimulates the contributor of UGC to follow a narrated story-based 

review, mentioning the characters (people present), the plot (the subsequent events 

happening after each other that lead to an effect – such as high satisfaction). 

On the other hand, offerings with tangible elements imbalance are normally promoted 

(on both UGC and PGC channels) and reviewed in a technical and argumentative 

manner. They tend to present argumentative textual content that focuses on product 

specifications, ultimately leading to a concluding objective statement that is intended 

to condition consumer choice. Such content is based on consumer theories (e.g., 

Anderson, 1981; Fishbein & Azjen, 1975) that envisage a rational consumer that can 

make an objective decision. However, people are not always rational beings and 

purchasing decisions do not necessarily follow a computational process that is based 

on argumentative reasoning (Adaval & Wyer, 1998). The authors provide the example 

of a camera - a product offering that incorporates considerable tangible elements and 

explain how a story-based review can potentially be more persuasive. They hold that 

potential buyers try imagining themselves using this camera in different events in their 

daily life. They claim that basic specifications like size and weight may be considered 

in the course of this imagined scenario but, other than that, other features would hardly 

affect their decision. Citing Genter and Markman (1997) and Markman and Medin 

(1995), the authors argue that if new information about a new product is presented in 

story-based manner and the content follows a temporally related sequence of events, it 

is more likely to influence recipients.  

A second factor to consider concerns how consumption experiences are reported by 

consumers who possess different levels of product familiarity. If a reviewer posting 

UGC is highly knowledgeable about a product, he or she would probably use technical 
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language to construct an argument. However, such UGC would only appeal to other 

knowledgeable consumers. Fisher (1987) notes that when experts talk in their language 

they are only understood by other experts. Referring again to the camera example 

provided by Adaval and Wyer (1998), a review about a camera by a knowledgeable 

photographer would only tend to attract the attention of other knowledgeable 

photographers.  

A third factor that can be considered concerns the length of a review. For example, 

writing a review about a complex technological product is difficult to squeeze into a 

short paragraph or writing a story about an experience at a restaurant would probably 

be shorter than a review about working experience in a foreign country. There is 

conflicting literature about effectiveness of long versus short online textual content 

(e.g., Huang et al., 2015; Mudambi & Schuff, 2010; Furner, Zinko & Zhu, 2016). This 

aspect is discussed in further detail in subsequent sections, particularly in Study 2, 

Chapter 4.  

Finally, when a negative or positive story about a consumption experience is told, its 

impact on the receiver is at least partially dependent on the ability of the communicator 

(McKee & Fryer, 2003). Not all communicators are skilful storytellers who manage to 

influence their readers’ intentions but if the receiver manages to engage with the story 

and associate himself or herself with the storyteller the likelihood of accepting the story 

is increased (Fisher, 1984; 1987; 1989). People and consumers connect events together 

in a temporal and casual way (Pennington & Hastie, 1986; 1992) and story acceptance 

is dependent on two principles, coverage and coherence (Pennington & Hastie 1992, p. 

190). In their study which address the acceptance of narratives told in the courtroom, 

the authors refer to coverage as “the extent to which the story accounts for evidence…” 

(p. 190). “The greater the story’s coverage the more acceptable is the story as an 

explanation of the evidence and the greater confidence jurors will have in the story as 

an explanation, if accepted” (p. 190). Coherence also effects “the acceptability and the 

level of confidence” (p. 191). Coherence is conceptualised as a multi-dimensional 

construct having three components: consistency, completeness and plausibility - See 

Chapter 2 for details. According to Pennington and Hastie (1992) these dimensions 

determine whether a story is accepted or rejected.  
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Yale (2013) put forward the concept of narrative believability which he operationalised 

as consisting of the two dimensions of coverage and coherence. Like Pennington and 

Hastie 1992, Yale (2013), also confirms a strong link between storytelling and 

persuasiveness. Generally, these researchers have looked at the influence of a story and 

explored the characteristics of what, according to them, makes for a good story that can 

potentially influence beliefs and behaviour. 

1.5 Online storytelling 

Online storytelling sometimes also referred to as digital storytelling (Robin & McNeil, 

2019), has increased rapidly as the internet has evolved to its WEB 2.0 version, the 

various social media platforms provided users with the ability to post consumption 

experiences in the form of UGC. This has facilitated enhanced interaction between 

producers and consumers that allows consumers to take a more active role in value 

creation (Vargo and Lusch, 2017). Lund, Cohen and Scarles (2019) consider 

consumption stories conveyed through social media channels as one of the main 

components of what they refer to as the ‘technologies of power’. 

Consumers usually provide UGC for various reasons such as intrinsic enjoyment 

(Berthon, Pitt & Campbell, 2008; Singh & Sonnenburg, 2012) self-promotion, or to 

influence others (Berthon et al., 2008). Every reported consumption experience adds a 

story to and about the brand. Prior to social media the brand story was predominantly 

controlled by the owner of the brand (Brown, Kozinets & Sherry, 2003) but nowadays 

this has changed. Singh and Sonnenburg (2012) in a conceptual study about brand 

performance in social media, hold that performance used to be like the classical theatre 

but is now more like improvisational theatre. Previously, script for the brand story was 

written by the marketer, but social media changed all this because it allows for much 

“more diversity for all players involved in the production” (p. 190). The marketer’s role 

is more limited and restricted to providing platforms for conversation exchange (Singh 

& Sonnenburg, 2012). In most cases, the reason why a consumer is reviewing a product 

is not known to the reader but there are instances were companies have commissioned 

knowledgeable consumers to review their products in an attempt to prompt consumer 

participation through seeding (Schau, Muñiz & Arnould, 2009). Hence, it is important 

for any online vendor following this route to first understand the persuasion potential 
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of UGC before building such platforms and utilising the capability of knowledgeable 

consumers.  

The evolution of WEB 2.0 has also provided consumers with wider information 

opportunities via electronic word-of mouth that has made it possible for customers to 

directly read the experiences of other consumers (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). This has 

rendered such content an important publicity tool, which in marketing communication 

is considered more credible than traditional advertising (Belch & Belch, 2004). Stories 

are nowadays easily shared through social media platforms and audiences, who over 

time discuss and repeat the stories they hear, ultimately increase the persuasive impact 

of a narrative.  

1.6 Research focus – Toward online content that is more persuasive 

This thesis defines persuasive content, whether on traditional media or online, as 

content that can potentially convince people as it is perceived as truthful and therefore 

believable (Fisher, 1984; 1987, Green, 2004; Yale, 2013). Multiple studies have looked 

at various aspects of persuasive online content. For example, Sparks, Perkin and 

Buckley (2013) looked at the effect of source, style and peripheral credibility of content 

on consumer beliefs and how these influence purchase intentions. They show that 

consumers find content provided by other consumers as trustworthy and persuasive.  

Chang, Yu and Lu (2015) look at social media marketing and investigate how people 

are persuaded to like or share messages posted on social media. They identify argument 

quality, popularity of post and its attractiveness as the main factors effecting the 

persuasive potential of a social media post. This in turn leads to accepting that a post is 

useful so that it is preferred over others and liked or shared online.  

Zanker et al. (2006) look at online selling of fine Cuban cigars and propose a conceptual 

scheme to classify the main characteristics of a persuasive online shopping experience 

based on recommender systems. Their conceptual scheme builds on qualities of 

recommender agents such as personalisation and objectivity of content, which in turn 

would lead to persuasive suggestions that affect peoples’ buying behaviour. Leong, 

Ewing and Pitt (2004) focus on the PGC of universities and identified the top persuasive 



13	|	P a g e

themes used by competing universities. Their study promoted the use of text mining 

software as a methodology to understand how competing organisations are trying to 

persuade their website visitors to act. Weiger, Hammerschimt and Wetzel (2018) report 

that excessive push advertising calling for action by users on social media are not 

persuasive and negatively impact customer engagement.  

In the health sector, Klawitter and Hargittai (2018) report that people do not follow 

systematic processing of online content when undertaking credibility assessments of 

online health information. Instead, they tend to deploy multiple complementary 

heuristics. They also report that perceived persuasion intent is negatively linked to 

credibility of online content.  

Since the inception of the internet, several authors have addressed the credibility 

assessment of the source and how this persuades consumers or internet users to change 

their attitude, or intention (e.g., Flanagin, Hocevar & Samahito, 2014; Metzger & 

Flanagin, 2013; Kusumasondjaja, Shanka & Marchegiani, 2012; Metzger, 2007; 

Westerwick, 2013). More recently, Shan (2016) conducted two experiments to 

investigate consumer credibility assessment of product reviews and reports that the 

structure and quality of the argument used is linked to persuasiveness potential and 

hence has a stronger impact on credibility than heuristic cues. Other authors (e.g., 

Flanagin & Metzger, 2000) extended these models and included other variables such as 

familiarity with the information, to further investigate the persuasion process and its 

link to credibility. The early work by Hovland, Janis and Kelley (1953) about offline 

content and its persuasiveness potential indicate that information coming from an 

expert or a trusted source is more credible and persuasive. These findings are supported 

by the later work on the dual-persuasion processing model by Petty and Cacioppo 

(1986). Metzger (2007) refers to dual-processing models of persuasion as models that 

describe how, why and under what conditions people are persuaded to change their 

attitude or beliefs. The first mode of processing considers the situation where an 

important decision needs to be made that involves a process consisting of a 

comprehensive analysis of all potentially useful information. The second mode of 

processing is used when people need to deal with simple decision making. People tend 

to engage in the latter when the decisions they have to take are less risky than in the 

former.  
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The above suggest that considerable research has been undertaken to understand the 

credibility assessment of online content. However, less is known about the 

characteristics of persuasive UGC and PGC and how these influences the believability 

levels of consumers. Indeed, Hamby, Daniloski and Brinberg (2015) observe that there 

is a lacuna in this area. The process customers go through when they encounter such 

content and how this impacts their believability remains largely unexplored.  

This research also responds to a call by Yale (2013) to adopt the narrative believability 

construct to the persuasion process of consumers. A better understanding of this 

construct is imperative as it can help identify appropriate marketing activities that can 

allow marketers better communicate their message to customers. 

The online sector is an increasingly important context for marketing involving some 

1.16 billion online customers that are estimated to increase to 2.44 billion by 2021 

(Statista, 2016). Online consumers are constantly engaged in a process of decision 

making where online content plays a pivotal role on buying intentions. Given the 

growing importance of online e-commerce, together with the rise of UGC that is posted 

online by customers, and the impact of this on decision making, it is imperative that 

marketers gain a deeper understanding of the characteristics of believable and 

persuasive online content.  

Multiple researchers have looked at the characteristics of online reviews and sought to 

understand their effect on perceived helpfulness from a consumer’s perspective. Thus, 

Mudambi and Schuff (2010) and Ghose, Ipeirotis and Sundararajan (2009) refer to the 

qualitative characteristics of online reviews, and report that depth and subjectivity 

positively impact perceived helpfulness. Sparks and Browning (2011) consider valence 

of a review as a basic characteristic of UGC along with star ratings and identity of 

reviewers. Others such as Huang et al. (2015) have looked at length of communicated 

textual content and other easily observed basic characteristic such as showing or not 

showing a product picture. Casaló et al. (2014), consider the expertise of the source (in 

terms of expert vs non-expert reviewers). Similarly, Cao, Duan and Gan (2011) 

consider three main characteristics of online content, namely: basic, stylistic and 

semantic characteristics. Basic refers to information that can be easily observed such as 

the star rating of the product on reviewing websites. Stylistic characteristics refer to the 
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key features of the writing styles of reviewers such as the use of short sentences with 

simple words versus long sentences. Semantic characteristics refers to the meaning and 

use of words in the text and are dependent on the semantic skills of the writer. For 

example, writers can differ in their use of different adjectives to describe an experience 

related to a product or a service.  

The approach reviewers adopt can be considered as a stylistic characteristic (Cao et al., 

2011). They can either try to persuade by opting for a simple story or, if they have the 

expertise or the context, they can go for an argumentative review using technical jargon. 

For example, Jurafsky et al. (2004) observe that reviewers of experiential services, such 

as visits to restaurants, tend to choose a story-based reviewing approach. When they 

opt for a story, consumer have control on how events are mentioned (Stern, 1997) and 

consequently they also have control on the persuasive potential of a story. Whatever 

route the consumer decides to take, reviews can range from negative to positive (Sparks 

& Browning, 2011) and long or short (Huang et al., 2015). In line with Cao et al. (2011) 

this thesis focuses on:  

• Basic Characteristics - star rating (positive, moderate, negative) and length of

text;

• Stylistic Characteristics – story or argumentative and;

• Semantic Characteristics - the words consumers use when they narrate their

experiences.

Like Casaló et al. (2014), the research also considers the knowledge level of the source 

and drills deeper to examine what impact this has on narrative believability and 

purchase intention of the readers.  

Narrative believability (Yale, 2013), is adopted to the marketing literature from legal 

studies. It is defined and explained in detail in Chapters 2 and 4. However, as in legal 

studies, this thesis treats narrative believability together purchase inetention of as 

outcome variables. Previous studies about credibility assessment (referred to above) 

focused particularly on credibility of the source. The narrative believability assessment 

in this thesis, focuses on the characteristics of online text content and considers these 
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as factors effecting the persuasion process. A review from an expert can be perceived 

as credible source (Hovland et al., 1953), but this does not necessary mean that the 

content is believed. For example, when consumers read a review from a highly 

knowledgeable individual, they may end up accepting it simply because they think the 

knowledgeable individual is credible and can be trusted and not because they believe 

the communicated content. Fisher (1987) holds that when people are faced with two 

conflicting opinions coming from two experts, they end up siding with the expert they 

prefer irrespective of the communicated argument. Therefore, this research looks more 

deeply at the persuasion process by addressing the issue of the narrative believability 

of the content. 

Not all reviewers who opt to report their experience by using story-based reviews are 

necessary good storytellers. Therefore, the persuasive potential of a story-based review 

varies according to the storyteller. In fact, this thesis also seeks to introduce the concept 

of narrative force as proposed by Hart (2015) who in his Diction software considers 

this as underlying the persuasiveness potential of a story. Therefore, one other focus of 

this research is to develop a computerised process that can allow for the detection of 

the persuasive potential of any piece of online content. 

In summary, this thesis sets out to investigate online story-based versus argument-based 

content in tandem with other characteristics, in different contexts and employing 

different methodologies. It seeks to better understand the impact of these and the 

process that results in behaviour/ purchase intention. Knowledge about persuasive text 

be it UGC or PGC is of great benefit to anyone who is using the online medium to 

influence the decisions of the readers. To achieve this, four mini studies are presented 

that attempt to answer the following broad research question: 

What effect do characteristics of online textual content have on persuading 

consumers?  

1.6.1. Rationale for investigating online textual content 

Although in recent years video has increasingly been integrated into the content 

marketing (Marshall, 2015) there are indications that textual content remains popular. 
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A recent article in The Guardian (Danuta, 2018) reported that 2017 was a record-

breaking year for book publishers with book sales increasing by 5% over the previous 

year. Books are nowadays published in different formats and on different platforms. 

This growth suggests that online textual content remains popular and despite the 

increasing availability of video, people still love to read.  

This thesis considers textual online content as complementary to video-based content. 

These two different types of online content are mutually dependent on each other. For 

example, the use of video is ideal to attract attention and generate interest in a product 

but if interested, consumers will probably seek further information by referring to 

textual content on other webpages. Moreover, textual content gives consumers the 

opportunity to breeze through a text and search parts that they are most interested in 

(Brenner, 2018).  

Although spoken and written content are transmitted differently, text can also be used 

as voice-overs to video-based content. In addition, a quick breeze through any 

Facebook newsfeed shows that a lot of videos use subtitles as marketers are aware that 

video viewers may not be in a position to watch the videos with the sound on. Here, 

textual content is recorded discourse that is presented both in spoken and written forms. 

It is worth pointing out that despite being very capable, search engine bots cannot read 

video as they do in the case of text. Therefore, search engine optimisation and rankings 

are still predominantly dependent on text. A video would need to be accompanied by 

text to support rankings.  

Another factor to consider is the cost of content. Although production of textual content 

requires skill, it is still much cheaper than video to create. If the provided written 

content is good enough to ‘set people on fire’ (McKee & Fryer, 2003) it will represent 

a very cost-effective means to attract attention of consumers. Moreover, textual content 

is also easier to download and assimilate. Given the significant increase in smartphone 

browsing, downloading of text requires much less roaming data to be downloaded when 

compared to streaming and downloading of visual content. The above perhaps 

explicates why reviewing sites such as TripAdivisor, Yelp, and Amazon are still 

predominantly dependent on textual reviews.  
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1.6.2 Rationale for investigating story-based versus argumentative-based 

online text 

There are several reasons why this thesis focuses on online content that takes the form 

of a story or argument. First, it is crucial to consider the context in which businesses 

today operate. Evrard, Hoyer and Strazzieri (2005) note that businesses are competing 

aggressively by exploring and using many techniques to attract consumer attention. 

Storytelling is essentially an emerging powerful method to attract attention because 

sharing information in the form of stories enhances trust and leads to emotional 

connections (Sole & Wilson, 2002). Stories are descriptive and easily remembered, and 

if they are told well, will lead to positive impact. These factors render storytelling a 

powerful method for marketing communications that has the capability of attracting the 

attention of consumers (Evrard et al., 2005). Devkishin, Rizvi & Akre (2013) hold that 

people prefer to spend time reading or listening to stories since these facilitate 

engagement. However, it is not enough to get the attention of users and it is also crucial 

to ensure that website visitors ‘stick’ to a website. Zott, Amit and Donlevy (2000) 

define stickiness as the ability of a website to draw and retain customers to buy the 

promoted products. This ability is one of the fundamental factors that leads to purchase 

intention and profitability (Bhatnagar & Ghose, 2004; Lin, 2007). In this spirit, it can 

be argued that textual online content in the form of stories can also be used to improve 

website stickiness.  

Secondly, the literature on storytelling (as shall be discussed further in Chapter 2) has 

tended to primarily look at the potential of storytelling as a persuasive tool without 

providing quantitative methods for measuring the effectiveness of such stories. The 

online world provides enough data to actually gauge this potential both in the case of 

UGC (through specialised measures) and PGC (through website analytics). This 

research builds on the notion that information communicated through storytelling is 

more likely to be believed (Pennington & Hastie, 1992; Yale, 2013) and is more 

engaging (Fisher, 1984).  

The third reason concerns the audience of the stories. Previous research has investigated 

several factors that affect the impact of marketing communication. For example, 

Holbrook and Batra (1987) report that emotions mediate consumer responses to 
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advertising and consequently different consumers respond differently. Shostack (1977) 

claims that product and services have different functions for different people and 

recommends that marketers take into consideration the targeted audience when 

designing their marketing strategies. Mortimer, (2011) identifies six different types of 

consumers with some being easier to reach and convince than others. The same applies 

for the storytelling as a mode of communication. It cannot be assumed that all readers 

or listeners of stories are homogeneous. Consumers have different emotions (Holbrook 

and Batra, 1987) and personalities (Mortimer, 2011); they come from different walks 

of lives, and therefore are affected differently by the character of a story. It cannot be 

assumed that all consumers have the same level of product (or brand) familiarity. 

Product familiarity is achieved through encounters with the product (Holbrook & Batra, 

1987).  

Finally, irrespective of type, online reviews need to compete with other available 

information. Information overload has become an issue of great concern in the online 

worlds (Simperl et al., 2010). In line with the theory of information overload, it is 

expected that when a text of message is too long, readers start to skim through the 

message instead of reading it properly (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012). Moreover, Huang 

et al. (2015) report that there is a linear relationship between length of online reviews 

and perceived helpfulness but beyond 144 words this relationship no longer holds.  

1.6.3 Research scope 

Any scientific research should always seek to narrow down the objective of the study 

because of validity and reliability issues (Booth et al., 2003). It is also essential to define 

the boundaries and limitations of the research problem. Indeed, the scope of this 

research is not to seek to identify one type of effective textual content that can be used 

in all contexts. Instead, the focus is to understand the potential of story-based content 

in an online context in different contexts. In addition, this research recognises the 

importance of understanding the process that seeks to impact and persuade customers 

in their final behaviour and sets out to also investigate this process.  
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1.7 Contributions of this thesis 

This thesis consists of four studies each addressing different variables and using 

different methodologies. The first three studies deal with UGC, which as discussed 

above, is content that is presented by consumer to other consumers. In the case of the 

study 1, content is scraped from TripAdvisor and data is used to investigate the 

persuasiveness potential of consumption stories by using a computerised analytical 

tool. Weismayer, Pezenka and Han-Kie Gan (2018) have highlighted the importance 

that service providers should devote to address reviews received through UGC 

websites. Business owners and managers can learn a great deal from reviews. Their 

sites can provide feedback about their offering while reviews on competitor sites can 

provide useful insights about strengths and weaknesses. However, since the follow up 

of a vast number of reviews are time consuming, producers tend to neglect addressing 

reviews that require a reply or clarification (Weismayer et al., 2018). The availability 

of computerised content analysis tools would certainly make these tasks less time 

consuming. This thesis makes use of the analytical tool Diction (see chapter 4) which 

allows marketers to better evaluate online textual content and understand how this 

impacts narrative force (see chapter 2) thereby allowing marketers a better 

understanding of what words and verbal tone can be used to create more persuasive 

PGC.  

Study 2 and study 3 deal with reviews about smart TVs - a technological product which 

is often promoted both through PGC and UGC channels in a very technical manner. 

These two studies delve deeper to seek if this style is as effective as marketers desire. 

In this industry companies often strive to provide platforms and incentives to highly 

knowledgeable consumers to provide their feedback about a particular brand. Studies 2 

and 3 provide evidence that this approach may not be as effective as intended.  

Unlike the other three studies, study 4 deals with PGC. However, like the other three 

UGC studies, it investigates the textual content through a narrative lens and considers 

website stickiness as an outcome of persuasive textual content. In line with the NPT 

(Fisher, 1987), it considers stories as more engaging and hence more likely to lead to 

persuasion. In this dissertation persuasion is viewed as seeking to get someone to do 

something that you want (Rule, Bisanz & Kohn, 1985). In a PGC context, the ultimate 
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objective of the marketer is to lead someone to undertake a purchase. 

Although, as discussed above UGC and PGC have distinct characteristics, they have 

one common element. They both seek to engage readers and inform them about a 

particular product or service. Therefore, the better our understanding of persuasive 

UGC and PGC, the more marketers can create persuasive online textual content. Indeed 

this is what this thesis does in the subsequent chapters. The empirical studies lead to a 

concluding chapter which besides identifying multiple theoretical contributions also 

highlights managerial contributions in line with this objective.   

1.8 The structure of the thesis 

This thesis consists of five chapters as depicted in Figure 1.2. Following the 

introduction chapter, the literature review chapter provides the theoretical underpinning 

for the four studies in this research. Chapter three explains the methodology whilst 

Chapter four comprises the four studies. Study 1 uses a UGC restaurant context and 

tackles RQ 1 and 2; Studies 2 and 3 focus on the persuasion process and use a smart 

TV UGC contexr and tackle RQ3 and RQ4 respectively, whilst Study 4 uses a 

university education PGC context and tackles RQ5. Each study has its methodological 

approach depending on the nature of the research question being investigated. These 

studies are elaborated in Chapter Four.  

Figure 1.2 Structure of the thesis 

Introduction;  Literature Review;   Methodology;   Studies 1,2, 3 and 4    Conclusion: 
Research Problem;  Research design Answers to the RQ 
Research Question Implications  
Research motivation 
and objectives; 

Problem 
setting  

Problem 
Solving  

Conclusion 

Chap 2 Chap 3 Chap 4 Chap 5Chap 1

Problem 
definition  

Problem 
positioning  
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

Online content can take various forms and can be classified in different ways. The 

literature acknowledges different characteristics of online content and recognises that 

it impacts multiple factors. Although research about content is extensive, research about 

the effect of characteristics of online textual content and how these influence customers 

is scarce. This literature review sets out to provide a basis for understanding the 

research objective of this research, that asks: 

What effect do characteristics of online textual content have on persuading 

consumers?  

Therefore, this chapter starts by focusing on how previous literature has characterised 

online content and proceeds to focus on how online textual content is expected to 

influence customers. Relevant constructs that play an important role in persuasion 

together with covariates and outcomes are identified from the literature and used to 

better understand their role in the process that consumers go through when reading 

online textual content. These variables are depicted in a conceptual model that is 

grounded in Narrative Paradigm Theory (NPT). The chapter identifies five research 

questions that act as the basis for the research studies that are later conducted.  

2.2 Content, online content and textual online content 

The objective of communication is either to inform or to influence recipients (Mercier 

& Sperber, 2011). Prior to the internet, influential content was only conveyed through 

offline channels that included: TV, radio and newspapers. The rise of the web brought 

about an undeniable shift away from paper pages to web pages. In fact, as the 

interactivity of the web improves the offline world is increasingly giving way to the 

online world. For example, people who search the internet often supplement online 

content search with word-of-mouth from friends thereby making it increasingly 

difficult to characterise the source of information used (Kayahara & Wellman, 2007).  
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Ho and Dempsey (2010, p. 1005), have highlighted “the need to investigate the 

differences between communication in the offline and online worlds.” Online content 

can take different forms and consequently different authors have characterised online 

content in various ways. Such content can consist of textual, visual, aural (hearing) or 

a combination of these (Rosenfeld & Morville, 1998). Online textual content takes the 

form of written text in readable fonts, while visual content includes pictures and videos 

and aural can take the form of voice recordings such as podcasts. Although it is 

recognised that nowadays most of the world’s internet traffic is video (see Marshall, 

2015), the use of textual content cannot be ignored.  

There are a number of reasons why online textual content remains important. First, 

where consumers require further detailed information about consumption experiences 

as for example with restaurant, online textual content in the form of customer reviews 

play an important role in influencing customer choices. Textual content remains the 

most accessible and simple way for consumer to report consumption experiences on 

reviewing websites. Second, online textual content is very flexible and can be easily 

adapted, upgraded and amended. Third, while online videos and pictures are useful to 

attract attention, these often need to be complemented by textual details. Fourth, text 

requires less roaming data to be downloaded when compared to visual content. 

Moreover, by its very nature video can be overwhelming as it concurrently 

communicates multiple themes in a short period of time and every detail can disturb 

the attention of the viewer and divert attention away from the main focus of the video 

(Dobrenov, 2017). These reasons underline why websites still put considerable 

emphasis on the textual content they employ on their sites. Finally, from a researcher 

perspective, textual content lends itself well to automatic lexical analyses via various 

software applications. The data is freely accessible and can be used by both marketers 

and firms.  

2.2.1 Producer generated content and user generated content 

Social media has made it for content to be posted by consumers and this enables 

interaction between producers and internet users. This electronic interactivity amongst 

different players has at least partially replaced the traditional interaction that used to 

happen in brick and mortar stores. However, unlike traditional UGC in the form of 

WOM, online UGC in the form of eWOM is recorded and becomes available to 
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consumers, producers and other internet users. In this respect, Yan et al. (2016) 

differentiate between electronic word-of-mouth available on e-commerce websites 

(EC-eWOM) and that found on social media (SM-eWOM) while Cheong and Morrison 

(2008) distinguish between PGC and UGC. Of course, PGC refers to content provided 

by producers, often firms, whilst UGC is created by consumers. Modern PGC websites 

generally seek to stimulate interactivity with users, but there are still sites that fail to do 

so and continue to present ‘brochureware’-type content (Berthon et al., 2012). PGC is 

often more akin to ‘brochureware’ content while UGC is potentially more interactive 

and can be transmitted as eWOM to other consumers. Thus, Christodoulides (2009) 

differentiates between online content that is interactive versus that which is non-

interactive.  

In PGC, the purpose of the communicator is always explicit, while on websites with 

UGC the purpose of the content is often implicit because the motivation of the person 

providing an online review is often unknown to other users. Often, readers assume that 

the reported experience is a genuine attempt to share an experience and that the content 

is driven by the satisfaction related to the experience described. Generally, consumers 

trust UGC more than PGC, irrespective of whether this is reporting positive or negative 

information (Cheong & Morrison, 2008). 

2.2.2 User generated content as stories 

 Escalas (2004b) holds that the UGC experiences of consumers tend to have storytelling 

elements. She suggests that when consumers convey their experiences to others, they 

follow a temporal dimension with a clear marking of the beginning, middle and end of 

the story being narrated. She describes consumers as creative story builders who make 

sense of the world around them by creating their own stories that are influenced by their 

cultural and individual expectations. Escalas (2004b) claims that a brand that is more 

closely linked to the self becomes more valuable to the consumer. She concludes that 

“narrative processing in response to a narratively structured ad is positively related to 

self-brand connections, which in turn have a positive relationship with brand attitudes 

and behavioural intentions” (p. 168).  

The conceptual paper by Shankar, Elliot and Goulding (2001) proposed a narrative 

paradigm that sought to understand how consumers shape UGC based on their 
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consumption experiences. They build their conceptual study on the notion of 

‘narrativization of experience’ (Mishler, 1995) which essentially focuses on the role 

that narrative plays in the memory cognitions and conception of self among consumers. 

More recently, Woodside (2016) has looked at past examples from the literature to try 

to explain why the UGC posted by customers takes the form of story-based content. He 

explains that “consumers often use products and service as props or anthropomorphic 

identities to enact story productions that reflects archetypal myths” (p. 42) and proceeds 

to suggest five propositions of how and why consumers act as storytellers - see Table 

2.1. Woodside (2016) sees products and services as representing props used in everyday 

life and consumers cannot enjoy themselves telling their life stories without mentioning 

these ‘props’. The author emphasises the enjoyable nature of storytelling by the narrator 

and argues that this enjoyability is a key reason why consumers feel the urge to narrate 

their stories on online platforms. 

The above observations from the literature indicate that consumers in different contexts 

think narratively rather than argumentatively (Hirschman, 1986; Holt & Thompson, 

2004; Padgett & Allen, 1997) and that a better understanding of how this process takes 

place can help marketers influence the behaviour intention of other consumers 

2.3 Characteristics of online textual content and persuasion 

This research considers the story vs argument-based distinction as a fundamental 

characteristic that effects the impact of both UGC and PGC on the effectiveness of 

online textual content in persuading and influencing consumers. However, in the case 

of UGC in particular, the valence of the writing tone used, whether negative and 

positive, has also been identified as an important factor (Stern, 1995). Two additional 

important variables that also need to be considered are the semantic and stylistic 

characteristics of the writer and the length of the text used in words.  

2.3.1 Storytelling and persuasion 

Reviews appearing as UGC focus on relating the consumption experience of 

consumers. Deighton (1992, p. 362) holds that performance “gives rise to consumption 

experience”. He promotes the idea that consumption experiences are more appreciated 

when these experiences are captured and resemble a story.  
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Table 2.1 Five propositions of how and why customers act as storyteller 

Proposition Supporting literature 

"People naturally think narratively rather than 
argumentatively or paradigmatically" (p. 42) 

Hiltunen, 2002; McKee, 
2003; Weick, 1995. 

"A substantial amount of information stored in and 
retrieved from memory is episodic— stories that 
include inciting incidents, experiences, 
outcomes/evaluations, and summaries/nuances of 
person-to-person and person-and-brand 
relationships within specific contexts" (p. 43) 

Fournier, 1998; Schank, 1990 

"Retrieving, reliving, or repeat watching stories 
results in what Aristotle refers to proper pleasure" 
(p.43) that “helps consumers achieve deep 
satisfying levels of sense making” (p. 42) 

Hiltunen, 2002; Holt 2003; 
Jung 1959; Schindler and 
Holbrook (2003) 

"Specific brands and products often play pivotal 
roles enabling consumer to achieve the proper 
pleasure that results in a consumer mentally and/or 
physically enacting a specific archetype — and 
reliving the experience by periodically retelling a 
given story" (p. 43) 

The brand-consumer 
storytelling and pleasure 
outcome builds on Bagozzi 
and Nataraajan’s idea (2000, 
p. 10) ‘‘that people need help
in finding what makes them
happy, and this is where
marketing comes in.’’

Source: Woodside (2016) 

Deighton (1992) classifies consumption of performance as contractual, enacted or 

dramatistic performances and provides a model to help marketers distinguish between 

the three. First, contractual performances occur were the role of the actor is not 

important - an example would be when a detergent is said to remove stains when clothes 

are washed in a washing machine. The star of the performance is the product and 

consumers do not really think of the actor that enabled the performance to happen. 

Second, enacted performances occur when the viewers of an advert recognise the 

importance of the actor, which in this case can be the producer. An example would be 

showing someone using a trick learnt from an advice column on how to remove a stain 

from clothes. The credit in this case is given to the writer of the advice column and not 

to the product. Finally, in dramatistic performances, the audience is aware that the event 

is happening and can be observed. In his typology, Deighton (1992) uses these three 

categories of performances and the paths between them to classify and provide 

examples of the different type of ads used. He also includes a fourth category which he 

refers to as ‘occurrence’. This is different from performances because unlike 

performances “it does not arise in response to an obligation” (p. 363). When consumers 
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and producers transact, a mutual obligation is created between the two. Deighton (1992) 

distinguishes between the three categories of performances (enacted, contractual and 

dramatistic) on one hand and occurrence on the other and holds that the latter is a “frame 

of perception not an objective state” (p. 365). Since it is a perception it can vary from 

one person to another. For example, an earthquake may appear as an occurrence to one 

individual but to the religious fanatic it may be seen as retribution and therefore a 

performance by an angry God. It is results from the obligation that exists between God 

and man.   

Deighton (1992) remarks that when marketers are primarily in pursuit of achieving 

persuasion, they should strive to make the event appear as a mere occurrence because 

when consumers view it as such the marketer’s efforts will be completely hidden. The 

rise of online UGC has further facilitated this to happen. UGC reviews that focus on 

consumption experience of consumers, shift the marketer out of the scene and the 

perception of the event will move closer to what Deighton (1992) refers to as an 

occurrence, since the obligation of why a reviewer is submitting a review is not known 

to the reader. 

Marketers are aware that consumption experiences narrated by consumers in the form 

of stories are beneficial to both customers and producers. Consequently, researchers 

have sought to better understand both marketers and consumers as storytellers. Stern, 

Thompson and Arnould (1998, p. 199) view the consumption experiences of customers 

as stories that have ‘literacy elements’ consisting of “plot (the action), characters (the 

players), structural plan (the organisation) and the language used (verbal expressions)”. 

They argue that information conveyed through consumers’ stories can help marketers 

understand the daily realities of how customers perceive brands and experiences related 

to their encounter with brands. Stern (1995) presents a structural analysis of myths in 

consumption text and holds that consumer narratives are not monolithic because they 

often contain multiple levels and fragments. She defines myth as an old story or tale 

and holds that like literary plots, consumer stories follow a comic, romantic, tragic or 

ironic plot. When relating stories consumers refer to known myths but adapt and amend 

them to fit their contemporary life. She concludes that understanding the plot from a 

literacy point of view would help marketers with creating more persuasive content.  
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Cooper, Schembri and Miller (2010) also acknowledge storytelling as a powerful 

persuasive tool that can be used by marketers. Their study supports previous research 

(e.g. Woodside et al., 2008) and confirms that brand stories assist consumers in building 

their self and social experience. Consumers often seek to construct an ideal self by 

engaging with brand narratives presented within the context of films and other forms 

of popular culture. In a similar vein, Russell and Stern (2006) report that consumers 

align their attitudes towards a product with their attitudes to products of sitcoms 

characters. They conclude that this process is influenced by the attachment of 

consumers to the characters that they regularly watch on TV. 

Hsiao, Lu and Lan (2013) looked at elements of storytelling blogs and report that 

perceived aesthetics, narrative structure and self-reference, influence reader intentions. 

Tussyadiah, Park and Fesenmaier (2011) suggest that tourist stories increase the 

knowledge about a destination and if readers can identify themselves with the story 

characters, the effect on intention would be greater. Black and Kelley (2009) looked at 

online customer reviews of hotels from a storytelling perspective and indicate that 

online reviews that include elements of a good story are perceived as more helpful and 

are more likely to result in a booking.  

However, Shankar, Elliot and Goulding (2001) note that the persuasive power of the 

rhetorical consumption stories found online do not appeal to all consumers. They hold 

that they only appeal to consumers that are in search of what they refer to as an “ideal 

story”. Only when consumers sense that a story matches their ideal story, they are easily 

persuaded. Hence, consumer researchers and marketers have much to gain if they obtain 

knowledge about these ideal narratives that are weaved with consumption and 

identities. Escalas (2004a), who builds on the work by Green and Brock (2000), reports 

that consumers who engage in mental simulation engage in narrative processing, which 

transports and generates positive effect, leading to more favourable attitudes toward the 

brand. Citing Fiske (1993), she holds that “mental simulation can be thought of as the 

cognitive construction of hypothetical scenarios…which are usually in the form of 

stories.” (Escalas, 2004a, p. 37). Van Laer et al. (2018, p. 1) reports that transporting 

and persuasive online reviews “have better developed characters and events as well as 

more emotionally hanging genres and dramatic event orders.” 



29	|	P a g e

2.3.2 Valence and length in words and persuasion 

This section looks at the importance of valence and length in words as important 

characteristics of online textual content and their influence on persuasion. 

Valence is one important characteristic of the writing styles used in online textual 

content. Valence is often associated with UGC because negative reviews about a 

product or a service are not expected to come from the producer himself. Sharma and 

Dey (2012) classify online content as either sentiment- or topical-based. Put simply, 

sentiment-based text reveals the opinion of the writer whilst topical-based text does not. 

Topic-based is content that is structured around topics and in such text the writer does 

not reveal his opinion or judgement. Sentiment-based text can be analysed by 

employing various electronic sentiment analyses tools and can be either positive or 

negative. Sentiment analysis detects and extracts positive or negative opinion, from 

available online text on the internet. Numerous websites with UGC provide a scale to 

help reviewers indicate their sentiment in terms of their level of satisfaction with the 

experience being narrated. Cheung, Lee and Thadani (2009) describe this as message 

valence that can either be positive (praise) or negative (complaint) and can help both 

consumers who are expressing themselves and others who are trying to make a rational 

purchasing decision. The literature provides conflicting evidence as to which levels of 

rating scores are perceived as most helpful (Mudamb & Schuff, 2010; Schindler & 

Bickart, 2012). This could be due to multiple intervening factors such as the context 

diversity, cultures or sample structures. Some have also considered the positive to 

negative review ratio as a main factor that influence persuasiveness among readers 

(Doh & Hwang, 2009; Purnawirawan, De Pelsmacker & Dens, 2012). Ahluwalia, 

Burnkrant and Unnava (2000) hold that readers prefer reviews with low score ratings 

because they are considered as diagnostic, and hence are perceived as more useful. 

Similarly, Hao, Li and Zou (2009) note that positive reviews are less helpful than 

negative ones because they lack detailed information. Park and Lee (2009), also 

confirmed that negative eWOM have a stronger impact on persuasion than positive 

messages. On the other hand, Siering and Muntermann (2013), who look at reviews on 

Amazon.com, report that positive sentiment increases perceived helpfulness for search 

goods while negative sentiment increases perceived helpfulness of reviews about 

experience goods. Sen and Lerman (2007) suggest that product type moderates the 
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effect of review valence, with readers of reviews exhibiting a negativity bias for 

utilitarian products. Similarly, Mudambi and Schuff (2010) hold that the type of product 

moderates the effect of score ratings on the helpfulness of a review. They point out that 

for experiential products were the consumption story tends to be more subjective, 

reviews with moderate ratings are considered more helpful than reviews with extreme 

ratings. They also report that product ratings and review helpfulness are associated with 

each other.  

However, Li and Hitt (2008) argue that readers determine the helpfulness of a review 

from the persuasiveness of that review, thereby suggesting that perceived helpfulness 

is closely related to review persuasiveness. Xia and Bechwati (2008) also suggest that 

review helpfulness as an attitude toward a review, can potentially increase the 

persuasiveness toward the intention of purchasing a product. Whilst PGC that are 

written by marketers are never likely to be negative, an important factor that is expected 

to impact UGC persuasiveness, irrespective of product category, is the valence 

(negative or positive) of the textual content.  

Length of text in words is an important characteristic of both UGC and PGC textual 

content that impacts customer persuasion. Knapp , Stohl and Reardon (1981) suggest 

that a memorable message is characteristically brief and prescriptive. In the 

overcrowded online world, information overload has become an issue of increasing 

concern in communication (Simperl et al., 2010). Information overload is defined “as 

the notion of receiving too much information at any given time such that it exceeds 

one’s processing capacity” (Furner, et al., 2016, p. 792), It arises when the receiver 

believes that the cost of processing is higher than the perceived benefit that the 

information provides (Agnew & Szykman, 2005; Eppler & Mengis, 2004; Furner et al., 

2016). The increasing overload of information that consumers face from multiple online 

sources hinders their ability to process and comprehend the information provided 

(Hildon, Allwood & Black, 2012; Jackson & Farazneh, 2012; Park & Lee 2009) and 

can impact the confidence and duration of decision making (Chervany & Dickson, 

1974; Furner et al., 2016). Therefore, when the text of a narrative is too long and 

overload occurs, readers start to skim through the message instead of reading it properly 

(Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012). Huang et al. (2015), who looked at six different products 

(cell phones, printers, cameras, music players, music CDs and video games), sought to 
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investigate what is too long and what is too short and confirm the earlier finding by 

Mudambi and Schuff (2010) that there is a linear relationship between text length and 

perceived helpfulness. Li and Hitt (2008) argue that readers determine the helpfulness 

of a review from the persuasiveness of that review thereby suggesting that perceived 

helpfulness is closely related to review persuasiveness. A study by Pentina, Bailey and 

Zhang (2018) confirmed that review helpfulness, in tandem with credibility and 

trustworthiness positively affects perceived persuasiveness. The relationship between 

length of text used and perceived helpfulness no longer holds when the review exceeds 

the threshold of 144 words (Huang et al., 2015). 

2.4 Story-based versus argument-based narratives 

Although, there is consensus among researchers that consumers make use of stories to 

narrate their experiences, not all online narratives follow a story-based structure. The 

balance between tangible and intangible elements which Shostack (1977) describes on 

a continuum that extends from T-dominant to I-dominant is expected to affect the way 

a service or a product is reviewed. An offering with a more T-dominant character is 

often reviewed in a technical and/or argumentative manner that leads to a concluding 

argument. Similarly, PGC provided by highly knowledgeable people tend to be 

technical and argumentative. Writers of this type of textual content assume that the 

consumer reading a review is rational and desires to make an objective decision 

(Anderson, 1981). PGC is more likely to be argumentative/technical and readers are 

expected to undertake a logical deliberation and if this is not possible, as for example 

in the absence of sufficient product knowledge, they are invited to decide on the basis 

of ‘expert’ advice. Fisher (1987) highlights this point when he refers to public moral 

arguments. He defines a public moral argument as a one that is communicated with a 

persuasive intention or arguments about public controversies where disputes and debate 

tend to be present. He holds such debates often result in a narrow conversation 

dominated by technical expertise. By way of example, Fisher (1984, p. 13) refers to the 

public moral argument concerning nuclear armaments where the US general public was 

considered ill-informed and holds that in this regard “only experts can argue with 

experts and their arguments” and the listener is not a judge but simply a spectator who 

is choosing between two experts. In essence, Fisher (1984, 1987) distinguishes between 

lay knowledge and expertise and consider that these two factors are distant from each 
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other, thus making it impossible for the people with lay knowledge to understand and 

make a judgement based on what the experts say.  

On the other hand, with an I-dominant offering, such as a touristic experience, the 

posted review is narrated by the protagonist of the consumption story (Deighton et. al., 

1989) and follows a story-based approach (McCabe & Foster, 2006; Jurafsky et al., 

2014) that makes use of characters and a plot. Nonetheless, Adaval and Wyer (1998) 

suggest that even in the case of T-dominant products, if the posted review is presented 

in story-based structure where the content follows a temporal sequence of events, it is 

more likely to persuade readers.  

Deighton et al. (1989) distinguish between story-based text and argument-based text 

and also argue that these represent different points on a continuum. Thus story-based 

content makes use of a character or characters, follows a plot and attempts to make a 

point at the end while argument-based content does not make use of charterers and plot 

and instead attempt to make a point based on rationality and logic. Van Laer et al. 

(2013) note that in story-based text there is the communication of an event or a chain 

of events from the perspective of the storyteller. Receivers pick up a story from the 

storyteller, compare the events to earlier events stored in their memory and arrive at 

their own interpretation of the story. In the process of this interpretation, information 

may be knowingly or unknowingly deleted or omitted, and details may be added or 

changed in order to complete the story (Delgadillo & Escalas, 2004). In doing so, 

receivers create their own narrative of the story. The process by which receivers convert 

a story into their own narrative is called narrative process (Van Laer et al., 2013). 

A story is expected to have a beginning, middle and an end part (Skankar, Elliott & 

Goulding, 2001). For example, an online review about a hotel is expected to follow a 

chronological order. The narrative of the arrival is followed by the check in, the view 

of the room, dinner and breakfast the following morning leading to the last day followed 

by a conclusion. The chronology of the events occurring within the story (Escalas, 

2004b) takes the reader (or listener) to the climax of the story (Chiu, Hsieh & Kuo, 

2012). The plot in a story communicates the cause and effect of the story (Stern, 1994) 

and the climax is reached when the plot shifts from the cause to the effect (Chiu et al., 

2012). If this does not happen consumer will end up undertaking “piecemeal 

processing” (Adaval & Wyer, 1998, p. 211) and fail to accept the message 
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communicated by the story. An effective story plot must transmit multiple “touch 

points” because these touch points help readers connect with a brand through a story 

(Woodside, 2010). Therefore, the existence of a plot can be considered as one of the 

factors that can distinguish between a persuasive and a less persuasive story. 

Deighton et al. (1989) refer to characters as another important pillar of stories. 

Characters are the actors or key players taking part in the story. They are normally 

human or human-like (Chiu et al., 2012; Deighton et al., 1989). Usually stories have a 

main character or characters, often referred to as the protagonist/s (Polletta et al., 2011). 

The main character may be accompanied by other characters who can have a less 

predominant role in the story. In a story the characters, especially the protagonists, are 

normally expected to make a decision that will affect the plot of the story. Stories 

involve a sequential plot that leads an audience to associate itself with the narrative and 

allows the audience to relate to the main characters of the story (Escalas & Stern, 2003). 

Finally, the interplay between plot and characters in a story usually has the purpose of 

making a point (Schank & Abelson, 1995). A story that does not make a point at the 

end can hardly be referred to as a story.  

2.4.1 Persuasive and narrative force of storytelling 

In communication, persuasion can be obtained through various means. Persuasion 

through humour has been addressed in the political context (Innocenti & Miller, 2016). 

For example, Volpe (1977, p. 311) refers to ancient Roman times and describes Cicero 

as the man who “demonstrated his supreme mastery of the art of persuasive speaking 

through his humour”. Ramachandran and Canny (2008) looked at the persuasion 

transmitted through human–machine dialogue while Adams (2015) , who refers to Scott 

(1815), puts across the notion of narrative force as a useful proxy of a story’s narrative 

persuasive potential. However, although various researchers have considered 

theoretical approaches to storytelling, its methodological dimension remains largely 

unexplored (Chautard & Collin-Lachaud, 2019).  

Hart’s (2015, p. 160) perceives narrative force as way of getting at the “aesthetic 

dimension of rhetoric”. He cites Bruner (1990, p. 161) who holds that textual pieces of 

narrative content “are motivating - characters who are well rendered, people’s 

motivations and actions made plausible”. Hart (2015, p. 161) also cites Fisher (1984) 
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who holds that stories contrasts with the rational world paradigm “by bringing reason 

and imagination together in a pleasing confection.” When considering narrative force, 

Hart (2015) concludes that narrated stories are: (1) vivid descriptions, (2) involve 

people, and (3) activities at some particular time and place. In line with Deighton et al. 

(1989), the manual of the content analyses tool Diction (used in this thesis) recognises 

that “Narrations of experiences are more than this of course – plot, characterization, 

motivations, etc., – but they are rarely less than this” (Hart, 2015, p. 42). 

Stories are not told to settle things but to “give rhetoric a propulsive force, and 

encouraging readers to join in action” (Hart, 2015, p. 161). Hence, they are expected to 

be more persuasive than any other genre of text. Based on the above rationale, Hart 

(2015) sought to operationalise narrative force, by using Diction to identify a standard 

set of variables which collectively combine in a single measure for narrative force - See 

Table 2.2. Diction is underscored by four assumptions “(1) people use words to do 

things; (2) they use them in varying proportions; (3) audiences react to these 

deployments cognitively, socially and emotionally; and (4) they are guided by implicit 

understandings of rhetoric form when doing so” (Hart, 2015, p. 153). In line with 

Adams (2015) and Hart’s (2015) narrative force in this thesis is considered as a proxy 

for persuasion.  

Hart (2015) has used Diction and applied it to measure narrative force using sixteen 

thousand texts. These texts were grouped into eight genres, as follows: moral 

commentary (religious sermons and social movement remarks), political discourse 

(speeches, ads, debates), news reports (both print and broadcast), fictional texts (novels, 

sitcoms, theatre scripts), informal conversation (phone calls and internet chat), 

scholarly essays (from both the humanities and the social sciences), commercial 

persuasion (television/magazine ads and public relations releases), and technical 

reports (financial and legal documents). It can be noted that Hart’s grouping of the text 

into eight genres was determined by its basic characteristic. As Cao et al. (2011) 

observe, basic characteristics are those that can be easily detected after one breezes 

through the text. Hart, (2015) also used Diction to measure certainty so as to gauge  

the argument potential of the text. The tests that Hart ran on the data indicated massive 

statistical differences among the eight genres. The author uses a 2x2 High/ Low matrix 

consisting of certainty and narrative force to classify the eight genres identified.  
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Table 2.2 Combined variables used to measure a single measure for narrative 
force 

Variables Description 
Embellishment + A selective ratio of adjectives to verbs based on David Boder’s (1940) 

conception that heavy modification slows down a verbal passage by 
de-emphasising human and material action 

Motion+ Terms connoting human movement (e.g. bustle, jog, lurch, leap), 
physical processes (e.g. circulate, revolve, twist), journeys (e.g. 
barnstorm, jaunt, wandering, travels), speed (e.g. lickety-split, nimble, 
zip, whistle-stop), and modes of transit (ride, fly, glide, swim, ). 

Human interest+ An adaptation of Rudolf Flesch’s notion that concentrating on people 
and their activities gives discourse a life-like quality. Included are 
standard personal pronouns (e.g. he, his, ourselves, them), family 
members and relations (e.g. cousin, wife, grandchild, uncle), and 
generic terms (e.g. friend, baby, human, persons). 

Temporal terms+ Terms that fix a person, idea, or event within a specific time-interval, 
thereby signalling a concern for concrete and practical matters. The 
dictionary designates literal time (e.g. century, instant, mid-morning) 
as well as metaphorical designations (e.g. lingering, seniority, 
nowadays). Also included are calendrical terms (e.g. autumn, year-
round, weekend), elliptical terms (e.g. spontaneously, postpone, 
transitional), and judgmental terms (e.g. premature, obsolete, 
punctual). 

Spatial terms+ General geographic references (e.g. abroad, locale, outdoors) and 
specific ones (e.g. Sweden, Stockholm, London). Also included are 
political locations (e.g. county, municipality, ward), points on the 
compass (e.g. east, southwest) and globe (e.g. latitude, coastal, 
border), as well as terms of scale (e.g. kilometre, map, spacious) and 
quality (e.g. vacant, out-of-the-way, disoriented). 

=Narrative Force 
Source: (Hart, 2015) 

The exploratory narratives quadrant characterised by low scores on certainty and high 

scores for narrative force, grouped fictional texts, informal conversation and 

commercial persuasion. Initially, Hart (2015) viewed this classification that grouped 

commercial and fictional texts in the same rhetorical space as ‘obscene’, but deeper 

drilling suggests that the commercials discourse used consisted of what he refers to the 

as “shy little drama” (p. 162) that uses characters, has vivid descriptions and follows a 

plot. 

Scholarly essays classified on their own in the confident observations quadrant 

characterised by high scores on certainty and low scores on narrative force while 

technical reports classified on their own in the restrained observations quadrant 

characterised by low scores on both certainty and narrative force. The fourth quadrant, 
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consisting of moral commentary, political discourse and news reports, is referred to as 

forceful narratives is characterised by high scores on both certainty and narrative force. 

Wilson and Scacco (2018) report using Diction to measure narrative force of the 

political discourse. They defined narrative force as a variable that indicates the 

storytelling level within a text. The authors cite Fisher (1984) and consider humans as 

storytellers and hold “that humanity is tied to our awareness of and ability to place 

ourselves in a story” (p. 23). Wilson and Scacco (2018) argue that a storytelling lens 

can, not only evaluate the text, but also interpret its broader meaning and importance. 

They show that texts that provided a significantly higher narrative score were in their 

simplest forms stories that make use of at least one character and actions by or about 

the character. Story-like text was descriptive and made use of multiple spatial and 

temporal terms. They concluded that names of places, or words such as last, weekend, 

mile and today, amongst others, are all lexical indicators that a story is occurring.  

As discussed, stories are expected to be more persuasive than any other form of 

communication but the persuasive potential, which in this thesis is referred to as 

narrative force, is dependent on the ability of the communicator. Hence, the narrative 

force measure in Diction makes it possible to measure the persuasive potential of any 

given text. Diction scores for narrative force are treated as a proxy for the persuasion 

potential of any given story. 

2.5 Narrative paradigm theory (NPT) and persuasion 

Various theoretical stances have been used to analyse and understand why consumers 

enjoy reporting their experience and why they are more persuaded by a story. As has 

been noted, Woodside (2016) conducted a systematic literature review of storytelling 

in consumer behaviour to propose five propositions. Pennington and Hastie (1992) who 

looked at criminal evidence report that participants preferred narratives where 

testimony followed a temporal order of events. In education, researchers such as 

Krashen proposed his “i+1 theory” (Payne, 2011) that postulates that teaching through 

storytelling is more effective particularly to audiences with different levels of language 

proficiency. Anderson and Pearson (1984) propose schema theory and hold that reading 
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comprehension is improved when a reader is able to integrate new knowledge with 

knowledge learnt previously through life experience.  

This research investigates the effect of two alternative textual contents in the form of 

storytelling and argument-based content which in tandem with other variables impacts 

the persuasion process of consumers. NPT provides a clear distinction between the 

rational and narrative world and clearly describe why stories are often more persuasive. 

It therefore provides a valid theoretical perspective to address the research problem of 

this thesis. In NPT, Fisher (1987, p 58) considers narrations as “word and deeds…that 

have sequence and meaning for those who live, create or interpret them”. NPT specifies 

“two tests (that) a narrative undergoes in order to assess whether it holds good reasons 

for action or belief” (Stroud, 2014, p4). Fisher (1989, p. 55) defines narratives as: “(1) 

individuate forms such as depiction, anecdote and characterization; (2) generic form 

such as argumentation and narration; (3) a conceptual framework, like dramatism, for 

understanding human decision, discourse and action”. Stroud (2014) admits that 

Fisher’s definition of narrative is broad and one must ask “what isn’t narrative on this 

account” (p. 12). However, in Fisher’s defence, Stroud (2014, p. 14) maintains that 

NPT “does not seem decisive as an account for all human communication; it is best 

seen as a way to see as argumentative texts that would offer nothing like reason we 

typically see for action or belief change”. This thesis considers an argument/technical-

based review as one where the writer makes use of multiple factual and technical 

statements to recommend a product or service, without mentioning any characters or 

following a temporal plot (Deighton et al., 1989). Like an argument/technical-based 

review a story-based review is narrated but makes use of characters and follows a plot. 

In NPT, Fisher (1984; 1987) considers narrative rationality as the main indicator of 

believability which in turn leads to persuasion. Neither Fisher nor any of his subsequent 

followers have proposed a quantitative way to measure narrative rationality but based 

on the literature discussed above and on Fisher’s definition of narrative it can be 

concluded that on one side one would find a narrative that involves a rational argument 

that is the least likely to be believed. This is because it has low or zero narrative 

rationality and has no characters or temporal plot. On the other side, one can identify a 

story narrative that makes use of characters and follows a temporal plot (Deighton et 

al., 1989). The latter would possibly transmit an implicit message that is high in 
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narrative rationality and hence more likely to be believed. Therefore, argument and 

story can be considered as two extreme points on the narrative rationality continuum 

with different narrative believability levels. However, it is important to note that 

narrative rationality is very individualistic as this is affected by the individual’s 

previous experience.  

As seen throughout this and the previous chapter previous research has referred to 

narrative and story narratives interchangeably. However, this thesis considers narrative 

as a “generic form such as argumentation and narration” (Fisher,1989, p. 55) which can 

be classified as story or an argument in line with the characteristics proposed by 

Deighton et al. (1989).  

When presenting NPT Fisher (1984) describes humans as storytelling animals, that 

encounter stories whenever they go. In such stories, the discourse used does not imply 

a hierarchical system of experts and non-experts. The text used puts across stories that 

encourage participation, enhance regulatory fit and “offers an account, an 

understanding, of any instance of human choice and action” (Fisher, 1984, p. 9). Prior 

to the early 1980’s, a Rational World Paradigm - RWP prevailed. This emphasized 

rational-logical type of communication as the best way to achieve persuasion and 

desired behaviours. Fisher (1984; 1987) proposed NPT as an alternative general 

communication theory where the endogenous construct is persuasion. His theory 

emphasises the superiority of narratives, or stories, as powerful persuasive techniques, 

thereby challenging the then prevailing RWP and its underlying premises, that held that 

customer persuasion was possible only through formally constructed rational rhetoric. 

Fisher instead argued that persuasion can be better achieved using a good story 

(Baldwin, Perry & Moffitt, 2004; Fisher, 1984). In order to highlight the differences 

between RWP and NPT, Fisher (1984) contrasts the two paradigms on a number of 

dimensions (See Table 2.3). Fisher considers the world as a set of stories that people 

judge as they choose which stories to accept from multiple competing stories. People 

use these stories to create and re-create their lives and their reality (Fisher, 1984).  
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Table 2.3 Contrast of rational world paradigm and narrative world paradigm 

Rational World Paradigm Narrative Paradigm Theory 
Humans are essentially rational beings Humans are essentially storytellers 
The paradigmatic mode of human 
decision-making and communication is 
argument. 

The paradigmatic mode of human 
decision-making and communication is 
good reasons, which vary in form of 
communication situations genres and 
media. 

The conduct of argument is ruled by the 
dictates of situations – legal, scientific, 
legislative, public, etc. 

The production and practice of good 
reason is ruled by matter of history, 
biography, culture and character along 
with kinds of forces. 

Rationality is determined by subject 
matter knowledge argumentative ability 
and skills in employing the rules of 
advocacy in given fields. 

Rationality is determined by the nature of 
persons as narrative beings their inherent 
awareness of narrative probability, what 
constitutes a coherent story and their 
constant habit of narrative fidelity 
whether the stories they experience ring 
true with the stories they know to be true 
in their lives.   

The world is a set of logical puzzles, 
which can be resolved through 
appropriate analysis, and application of 
reason conceived as an argumentative 
construct. 

The world is a set of stories, which must 
be chosen among to live the good life in 
process of continual recreation. 

Source: Fisher (1984) 

NPT provides solid explanatory potential in the analysis of persuasive campaigns and 

has been used by a number of authors. Brinson and Brown (1997) used NPT as a 

theoretical lens to examine an AIDS awareness campaign. They assessed the aspect of 

narrative rationality by creating a methodical examination, which took into 

consideration the characteristics and values of the targeted audience and compared 

them to the projected characteristics and values of the actors taking part in public 

service announcements. Similarly, Lumpkins (2012) followed the same stance in a 

breast cancer awareness campaign targeting Afro-American audience. Stutts and 

Barker (1999) analysed an advert using techniques developed from NPT and claim that 

NPT can identify potential sources of audience conflict by highlighting sources of 

disbelief arising from both values and life experiences that contradict the corporate 

message. More recently, Burns (2015) used NPT as a lens to identify stories of alumni 

in a study that compares the websites content of four universities to that of blogs and 

videos narrating university stories. He reports that stories were more persuasive for 

student participants who had already narrowed down their list of college preferences. 
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His studies also indicate that stories helped students visualise themselves at the 

university thus making the idea of higher education more tangible. 

Komatsu, Takagi and Takemura (2013, p. 8) define persuasion as a “socially effective 

process or socially effective action that causes attitudinal or behavioural changes with 

a receivers’ consent under a non-enforcing manner”. More simply, Rule et al. (1985, p. 

1127) hold that persuasion entails trying to “get someone to do something that you 

want”. Their definition was also more recently used by Chen and Kirmani (2015) who 

argue that persuasion encourages consumers to purchase a product. Roslow and 

Nicholls (1996, p. 67), who compared the persuasiveness of English and Spanish TV 

advertisements, hold that persuasion “influence[s] the consumer’s purchase intention”. 

This research focuses on narrative persuasion which involves a message strategy to 

influence beliefs, attitudes and behaviours through stories (Cho, Shin & Wilson, 2014). 

This is effective in various formats, ranging from short-based advertisements where 

persuasion intent is explicit to drama where the persuasion intent is not as explicit. Cho 

et al. (2014) observe that earlier communication research focused on entertainment 

education and implicit persuasive intent was considered essential for narrative 

persuasiveness. However nowadays, narratives are described by scholars as a 

communication that “contains implicit or explicit messages about the topic being 

addressed’’ (Kreuter et al., 2007, p. 222). Explicit messages are especially predominant 

in health awareness campaigns (e.g. Brinson & Brown, 1997; Lumpkins, 2012). The 

literature suggests that narrative persuasiveness is an antecedent to behavioural 

intention where website visitors are encouraged to act in accordance with the objective 

of the provided content (Rule et al., 1985).  

2.5.1 Narrative paradigm theory and narrative rationality 

Fisher (1984) viewed each received communication as a story where the legitimisation 

of each story is underpinned by narrative rationality. This is a pivotal concept of NPT 

that Fisher (1984, p. 9) highlights and describes as follows:  

“The earlier notion was attuned to the rational world paradigm and essentially held that 

rationality was a matter of argumentative competence: knowledge of issues, modes of 

reasoning, appropriate tests, and rules of advocacy in given fields. As such rationality 

was something to be learned, depended on deliberation and required a high degree of 
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self-consciousness. Narrative rationality does not make these demands. It is a capacity 

we all share. It depends on our minds. The operative principle of narrative rationality 

is identification rather than deliberation. Narrative rationality is not an account of the 

laws of thought and is not normative in the sense that one must reason according to 

prescribed rules of calculation or inference making. Traditional rationality posits the 

way people think, “when they reason truly or with certainty.” (p. 20-46). 

Fisher (1984, p. 9) distinguishes between traditional rationality and narrative 

rationality. The former, “implies some sort of hierarchical system, a community in 

which some persons are qualified to judge and to lead and some other persons are to 

follow” while the latter favours participation of anyone in discussions. Fisher (1984; 

1987) proceeds to conceptualise narrative rationality as consisting of a combination of 

narrative probability or coherence and narrative fidelity. Fisher (1984, p. 349) holds 

that narrative probability or coherence refers to: 

 “formal features of a story conceived as a discrete sequence of thought and/or action 

in life or literature (any recorded or written form of discourse); i.e., it concerns the 

question of whether or not a story coheres or ‘‘hangs together,’’ whether or not the 

story is free of contradiction”.  

Therefore, narrative probability is about a story’s coherence. Narrative coherence deals 

with the structure of the story and how the audience is evaluating it. It relates to the 

consistency of the plot or actions performed by the characters and with no internal 

contradiction (Fisher, 1987). It is determined via three sub-components that are 

determined as follows (Fisher, 1987, p. 47): 

● Structural coherence: Is the story consistent? How well does the story ‘hang

together’ and how internally consistent is it? These are basic questions that can

be answered with a simple ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. Fisher (1987) argues that the ability

to do this is acquired through life experiences

● Material coherence: How does the story compare and contrast to other human

communication that the audience has learned previously? The story is more

likely to be believed if it matches with what an audience expects.
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● Characterological coherence: Audiences ask the question: How reliable are the

characters, both as narrators and actors. A narrator’s believability is determined

by interpreting the decisions and actions that reflect the individual’s values.

Human beings intuitively question a character if his actions are contradictory or

change in unusual ways. McKee and Fryer (2003) note that not all online writers

are good storytellers and becoming an influential storyteller necessitates

considerable skill. As humans are reflective, they impart stories and use the

basis of these stories to judge other stories they encounter (Fisher, 1984).

Narrative fidelity emphasises truthfulness and reliability and refers to the extent to 

which a story matches one’s values. Thus, Fisher (1984, p. 349) argues that narrative 

fidelity is about: 

 “the truth qualities” of the story, the degree to which it accords with the logic of good 

reasons: the soundness of its reasoning and the value of its values”  

The recipient of a story assesses narrative fidelity by applying his or her own logic for 

what constitutes good reasons. Fisher (1984, p. 378) holds that good reasons consist of: 

“those elements that provide warrants for accepting or adhering to the advice fostered 

by any form of communication that can be considered rhetorical” … while ‘warrants’, 

in turn, sanction or justify belief, attitude or action”  

When a story has narrative rationality with its properties of both narrative coherence 

and fidelity, it persuades readers to change their beliefs or intention according to the 

guidelines suggested by the story (Fisher, 1984; 1987). Therefore, if a story has 

coherence and narrative fidelity, people are able to confirm shared beliefs and the story 

will eventually affect their own beliefs, values and intentions. Like Fisher (1987), 

Busselle and Bilandzic (2008, p. 256) also highlight the role of narrative coherence and 

argue that this has to be complemented by perceived external realism, defined as “the 

extent to which stories or their components are similar to the actual world.” In turn, 

external realism is necessarily influenced by past experience because it is only through 

knowledge acquired from past experiences that people learn what the actual world looks 

like. External realism is very similar to Fisher’s narrative fidelity. Observed 

inconsistencies of perceived external realism undermines the potential of a narrative to 

persuade while high-perceived realism enhances engagement and association with a 
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story (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009; Hall, 2003; Zhang, Hmielowski, & Busselle, 2007). 

Green (2004) holds that stories that are perceived as authentic and truthful, when 

compared to life, are most engaging and more persuasive while Potter (1988) holds that 

content must exhibit perceived external realism to influence an audience. 

Slater and Rouner (2002) hold that stories that aligns with personal values and beliefs 

can potentially influence people’s behaviours because people are able to identify with 

characters, transport themselves into the scene provided by the story and visualize 

themselves in the context of the story. As a result, stories impede the effect of 

counterarguments coming from other sources. Vaughn et al. (2008) refer to this as the 

‘regulatory fit’ of stories with receivers. They report that people exposed to stories that 

fitted with their goal orientation were more persuaded by story-based content. This 

concept of ‘regulatory fit’ parallels Fisher’s (1984) notion of narrative probability and 

fidelity.  

Narrative rationality is complex and has proved challenging to measure quantitatively. 

An attempt was made by Baesler (1995) who created a scale, but the psychometric 

properties of the instrument were not encouraging, and it was never employed by other 

researchers. Cragan and Shields (1998) considered NPT as having the potential and 

scope to assess values that summon human actions and suggested a qualitative analysis 

using open-ended questions to test NPT. Stutts and Barker (1999) sought to test NPT 

in the context of advertising and adopted a qualitative approach to analyse Exxon’s 

advertising campaign for fidelity and coherence. 

Creating stories about consumption that have narrative probability and fidelity may 

create a feeling of rightness for consumers that in turn affects not only their narrative 

process but also their behaviour intention (Fisher, 1985; 1987). However, not all 

storytellers manage to stimulate action (Myer & Freyer, 2003). A story has 

characteristics which when not observed by the storyteller render it difficult to 

distinguish from other forms of discourse (Deighton et al., 1989) and hence may lack 

persuasiveness.  

Bruner (1990) holds that there are two landscapes that relate to creating a good 

persuasive story: the landscape of action and the landscape of consciousness. On one 

hand, the former deals with events, which are visible or imaginable to receivers such as 
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the initiation of events, actions, and outcomes. On the other hand, the landscape of 

consciousness allows the receiver to enter in the mind of the story’s characters and 

associate him or herself with the protagonist. Similarly, Escalas (2004a) posit that a 

good story that can potentially influence the reader must be good at both an action and 

causality landscape. 

2.5.2 Narrative believability 

Research about believability of marketing communication has received considerable 

attention especially in the advertising literature. Maloney (1963) refers to believability 

of advertising as temporary believability. Consumers do not remember all the details 

communicated by the marketer and more importantly their believability is tentative 

believability that will fade away if the receiver does not associate the ad with previous 

experiences of the product or earlier developed attitudes. Maloney (1963) suggests that 

effective persuasive advertising should be congruent to consumers’ previous 

experiences. He remarks that all believable advertising contains marketing 

communication that reminds the consumers of their previous experiences. Beltramini 

and Evans (1985) compared advertising believability from ads showing quantitative 

and qualitative data and reports that consumers believe adverts with qualitative data 

significantly more than adverts with quantitative data. Aaker and Day (1974) argue that 

consumers who believe an advertised message are more likely to try a new product 

while MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) posit that advertising believability impacts 

consumers’ attitude toward the advert, the brand and ultimately purchase intentions. 

O’Cass (2002), who focused on political advertising, reports that negative massages are 

more believed and as a result have a stronger impact on voter’s decision.  

Fisher (1987) presents NPT as persuasive theory and holds that narrative acceptance 

represents the last step before persuasion and behaviour intention occurs. Rather than 

narrative acceptance, Yale (2013) introduced the concept of narrative believability in 

the context of narratives in courtrooms. Yale (2013) too considers persuasion as the 

final outcome of a story-based text and argues that text that follows a story-based 

structure is also more believed than a text that does not. He reports that in the courtroom 

context, narrative believability is a strong predictor of persuasion which in his study, 

he considers as a proxy construct for the final verdict. Yale (2013, p. 580) describes a 

believable narrative “as one that avoids leaving loose ends, is internally consistent and 
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consistent with the perceiver’s prior knowledge and contains the expected elements and 

structure of a story”. Yale (2013) adopted Pennington and Hastie (1992) story model 

and used it as theoretical framework for his studies. In their research, Pennington and 

Hastie (1992) report that participants favoured the sides whose testimony followed a 

story-order condition where the evidence was conveyed in the temporal order of the 

events that lead to the crime and the witness order testimony was organised according 

to the individuals who provided their testimony without considering where their story 

fitted in the succession of events. Yale (2013) observes that the narratives believed by 

jurors during a trial are the primary determinants of the ultimate verdict reached and 

identifies narrative believability as the construct that influences narrative 

persuasiveness.  

Yale (2013) envisages narrative believability as having two main dimensions, narrative 

coverage and narrative coherence.  

• Narrative coverage deals with the structure of the story. Put simply, a story with

low narrative coverage has loose ends while stories perceived as having no

missing information are considered as having high narrative coverage.

• Narrative coherence of a story is conceptualised as a reflective construct having

three sub-dimensions, namely: consistency, plausibility and completeness.

o Consistency refers to the perception that the facts of the narrative are

‘not at odds internally’ (p. 580) or with other information that is believed

to be true by the receiver.

o Plausibility refers to the perception of the narrative vis-à-vis other

narrative or experiences that the receiver perceives as habitual.

o Completeness refers to the perception of the structure of the narrative.

In essence, a believable narrative does not have ‘loose ends’, is

consistent both internally and with the perceiver’s prior experience and

contains the structure of a narrative to which the receiver is accustomed.

The work by Yale (2013) provides a useful enhancement as it operationalises the 

narrative believability construct via a multi-item scale. Yale (2013) measures narrative 
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acceptance by using a proved and tested technique called the ‘Pinocchio circling task’ 

that was previously used by (Green & Brook, 2000) to measure narrative acceptance. 

In this technique, participants are provided with a printed copy of a narrative and are 

asked to read and circle the parts which they think seem untrue. At the end of this 

process, the researcher counts the total number of circles that are referred to as 

‘Pinocchio’s’ and the number of lines of text containing these circles. Yale (2013) used 

the ‘Pinocchio circling task’ to investigate the relationship between narrative 

acceptance and narrative believability and reports a strong correlation between 

narrative acceptance measured using the ‘Pinocchio circling task’ and narrative 

believability measured using the multi-dimension, multi-item scale he developed. His 

results suggest that narrative believability and narrative acceptance are effectively 

dealing with the same construct and can be treated as being analogous. Yale’s research 

also shows that content with high narrative believability leads to persuasion, which is 

considered as the last step before behaviour intention. In essence, Yale’s (2013) 

experiments which he conducted in a laboratory setting reveal that communication that 

follows a story structure is more believed and persuasive. However, when considering 

this construct in the context of online text that provides information about goods or 

services it is crucial to also consider the effect of length of the text used and prior 

customer product knowledge. 

2.6 Prior product knowledge and its effect on persuasion 

An important consideration in any persuasion attempt using online textual content is 

the effect of customers prior product knowledge, familiarity and experience. These 

three terms have been used interchangeably to portray the same concept (Raju, Lonial 

& Mangold, 2015). Past research has looked at familiarity as either related to a brand 

or a product and provided evidence of the importance of familiarity and its influence 

on behavioural intention. Thus, brand familiarity has been reported to play a pivotal 

role in the purchase process (Steenkamp, Batra & Alden, 2003) as it influences 

consumer confidence and the intention of customers to buy the brand (Laroche, Kim & 

Zhou, 1996). Beattie (1982) argues that product familiarity reduces the cognitive 

process required in making a purchasing decision while Johnson and Russo (1984) hold 

that it leads to a reduction in the effort required by consumers to make a purchase 

decision. Chatterjee (2001) claims that product familiarity mitigates the impact of 
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negative consumer reviews on purchase intention, while Harlam, et. al. (1995) report 

that consumers with high product familiarity are more sensitive to the price of a 

product. Park and Stoel (2005) show that brand familiarity and previous experience 

influence both perceived risk and purchase intention while Das (2015), who looked at 

the role of brand familiarity in fashion, holds that familiarity of a brand has a positive 

influence on purchase intention. 

Alba and Hutchinson (1987) who identify product familiarity as a particularly 

important aspect of consumer knowledge define the concept as “the number of product 

related experiences that have been accumulated by the consumer” (p. 411). 

Interestingly, Bettman and Park (1980) report that consumers with too low or too high 

levels of product knowledge fail to process available information. Consumers with low 

knowledge lack the ability to process the information whilst consumers with high 

knowledge are not motivated to learn new information. The authors conclude that 

consumers with moderate knowledge processed more of the information available 

compared to those with low and high product knowledge. 

Tellis (1997), asserts that familiarity with the product being promoted impacts 

consumers’ perceptions of advertising. Johnson and Russo (1984) hold that consumers 

who are more familiar with a product find it easier to process new information about a 

product. Kent and Allen (1994) note that familiarity with a brand makes consumers less 

likely to be influenced by competitors’ advertisement. These authors perceive this as a 

disadvantage for new marketers who are trying to acquire market share from existing 

brands. Shehryar and Hunt (2005) also focused on the role of product familiarity in 

consumers’ evaluation of a product and report that consumers with low level of product 

familiarity are more likely to rely on procedural fairness of pricing to form their 

purchase intentions when compared to those with high level of product familiarity. Park 

and Lessig (1981) hold that prior product knowledge (or familiarity with the product) 

effects the extent to which consumers search for, recall and use information when they 

are evaluating the quality of the product and in product choice.  

2.6.1 Objective and subjective product knowledge 

Like product familiarity, product knowledge (with which it is often used 

interchangeably) has been identified as an important influencer of purchasing choice 
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by a number of authors (e.g., Alba & Hutchinson, 1987; Bettman & Park, 1980). While 

brand familiarity was envisaged as a one-dimensional construct (Baker et al., 1986), 

product knowledge is acknowledged as having two components, namely: objective and 

subjective knowledge (Brucks, 1985; Rao & Monroe, 1998; Vigar-Ellis, Pitt & 

Caruana, 2015). Objective product knowledge refers to what customers really know 

while subjective knowledge is about what consumers might think they know (Park & 

Lessig, 1981).  

Three types of objective knowledge have been described for remanufactured products, 

namely: cost, quality and green knowledge (Wang & Hazen, 2016). Cost knowledge 

can easily be acquired by customers by searching online websites or catalogues for the 

particular product or service. Knowledge of cost plays a major role in the evaluation 

stage as this is where the consumer assigns value and chooses the offering with the 

highest perceived value. On the other hand, quality knowledge results during 

evaluation, when consumers choose a brand that they think is of superior quality (Puto, 

1987) while green knowledge is specific to remanufactured products and focuses on 

resources and energy savings and waste reduction that is possible through 

remanufacturing. However, a further aspect of knowledge that appears relevant to 

search products are technical and specifications knowledge that enable a product’s 

characteristics to be compared to reference points learnt from previous product 

consumption experience. 

Subjective knowledge is highly correlated to objective knowledge (Raju, Lonial & 

Mangold, 1995). What consumers think they know is most likely dependent on what 

they actually know and on their self-confidence in the degree and type of prior 

knowledge, be it subjective or objective, they believe that they possess. Therefore, 

product knowledge can be measured either objectively or subjectively. Cordell (1997) 

suggests using one aspect of product knowledge when investigating research model as 

the strong relationship between the two may not allow a distinct separation of each of 

their effect (Cordell, 1997; Raju et al.,1995).  

WEB 2.0 has created an accessible arena that is an important source of product 

knowledge that also provides visitors with a location where they can interact. Online 

marketers have sought to leverage these facilities by posting different types of PGC 

content to influence potential customers. Marketers of products with a certain degree 
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of complexity have often opted for argumentative, expert-type reviews. However, NPT 

argues for the relevance and superiority of story-based reviews and their ability to 

impact narrative believability and purchase intention. Such reviews for goods and 

services are viewed by customers who exhibit different levels of product knowledge 

and hence this may have on the persuasion process. 

2.7 Outcomes of persuasive online textual content 

There is broad agreement in the literature that the quality of online textual content is a 

significant predictor of e-commerce success (Thorleuchter & Van den Poel, 2012). The 

above sections addressed factors that impact the effect of online textual content on 

persuasion. The following section addresses the expected outcomes with an emphasis 

on website stickiness and purchase intention.  

2.7.1 Website stickiness 

Heath and Heath (2007) looked at message stickiness and define such messages as ones 

that are easy to understand and remember. They consider stickiness on a continuum 

with messages that are extremely sticky, and hence easy to comprehend and remember 

on one side and messages that are extremely non-sticky on the other. Heath and Heath 

(2007) provide six attributes that characterise extremely sticky messages, namely they 

are: simple, unexpected, concrete, credible, emotional and involve a story. More 

recently, Chen and Lin (2018) investigated the aspects driving stickiness on tourism 

websites and found that perceived fashionability has a significant positive impact on 

website stickiness. Boster et al. (2018) who investigated the use of sunscreen cream, 

report that sticky messages result in stronger persuasion and produce positive attitudes 

and behaviours that are more favourable to message recommendation. Heath and Heath 

(2007) look at stickiness in terms of stickiness in readers memory whilst online 

stickiness is about the time a user stays on a website and is closely related to 

engagement. The conceptualisations are related but not identical and it is reasonable to 

presume that website stickiness is a precursor to message stickiness as defined by 

(Heath & Heath, 2007), in that a message cannot stick in one’s mind if the message 

fails to engage the reader in the first place. 

Engagement, particularly media engagement, has been considered in different ways. It 

can include engagement with a TV station or a news website that a person develops a 
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particular affinity or connection with and that he or she visits regularly. Calder, 

Malthouse and Schaedel (2009) propose a definition of engagement that is different 

from that proposed by others who have often looked at the consequence of engagement 

rather than at engagement itself. Thus, they cite Marc (1966) who holds that when a 

magazine is no longer published, engagement is reflected through the disappointment 

expressed by an engaged reader. This is also the case with website engagement which 

can be reflected in the disappointment of not being able to re-visit, download 

information, and recommend to others. However, these observed variables, together 

with others, are measurable representations of engagement, and not engagement itself. 

Therefore, Calder et al. (2009, p 32) propose a conceptual definition of website 

engagement that involves “experiencing a website in a certain way” so that consumer 

engagement with a website refers to the experience that the consumer has with a 

website. Here, experience is defined as consisting of “a consumer's beliefs about how 

a site fits into his/her life”. Online textual content is engaging either when “users have 

a utilitarian experience with it” (p. 323) as the information provided helps users make 

important decisions or it “provides users with an intrinsically enjoyable experience” (p. 

323) that alienates them from the pressures of every-day life.

Online engagement can be measured using online analytics that are collectively referred 

to as website stickiness (Lin , 2007). Johnson, Bellman and Lohse (2000) describe 

website stickiness as an array of factors that contribute towards increasing the amount 

of time visitors spend browsing a website or a portal. Website stickiness is recognised 

as pivotal for any company trying to sell a service or product through an online channel 

as it provides managers and researchers with the ability to determine which content is 

more successful in engaging visitors to a website. The measures often used to capture 

website stickiness are ‘bounce rate’ and ‘average time visitors spend on a website’. The 

importance of website stickiness arises from its desirable outcomes. Users’ willingness 

to stick to a website is a strong predictor of the intention to transact and positively 

affects behavioural intention (Xu & Liu, 2010; Bhatnagar & Ghose, 2004). Lin (2007) 

looked at 434 websites and reports that users’ willingness to stick to a website was a 

strong predictor of purchase intention. 

In line with the examples provided above and in line with Fisher (1993, p. 279), who 

holds that stories “are more engaging than other forms of discourse” it is expected that 
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story-based content that is posted online results in higher levels of website stickiness. 

This should in turn increase the likelihood of persuading visitors to take further action, 

such as making an online purchase. 

2.7.2 Purchase intention 

Regulatory focus theory (Higgins, 1997) holds that consumers strive to reach their 

intentions through two different modes of their self-regulatory system, namely: 

promotion and prevention. When people focus on their aspirations, they use the 

promotion system and rely on eagerness behavioural strategies to move closer toward 

positive end states. On the other hand, when people focus on their obligations, their 

prevention system is developed, and they rely on vigilance strategies to stay away from 

negative end states. Hirsh, Kang and Bodenhausen (2012) who conducted a study about 

intention to visit a restaurant, suggest that at least in this context, the persuasiveness of 

reviews is affected by the reader’s regulatory focus. However, Pentina et al. (2010) who 

investigated reviews of mobile phones do not support these findings. In fact, they report 

that in the case of positive reviews, the effect of message persuasiveness on behavioural 

(purchase) intention is not significantly stronger for reviews whose promotion focus is 

dominant. They also report that the effect of negative reviews on message 

persuasiveness and behaviour intention is not significantly different between 

consumers who have a dominant prevention or promotion focus. These findings 

indicate that the persuasive potential of negative and positive reviews is conflicting, 

suggesting that this effect may also be influenced by the type of product or service 

being reviewed. This research recognises that persuasiveness may be dependent on an 

individual’s characteristics and on the type of product or service under consideration. 

However, it drills deeper by also considering the role of the story vs argumentative 

narrative characteristic together with that of valence (positive vs negative), verbal tone 

and writing style and length (long vs short) as possible other characteristics that can 

potentially influence persuasion and purchase intention. 

2.8 Conceptual model and research questions 

The various issues discussed in the preceding sections of this literature review seek to 

provide a framework to help better understand the research objective question that 

asked: 
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What effect do characteristics of online textual content have on persuading 

consumers?  

The literature review set out to identify salient characteristics of online textual content, 

determine constructs that are relevant to persuasion and identify what the beneficial 

consequences can be. The resultant conceptual framework is depicted in Figure 2.1 

which provides the basis for a number of research questions that this research will seek 

to tackle.  

Figure 2.1 Conceptual model resulting from the literature review 

As discussed in this and the previous chapter, since the inception of Web 2.0, several 

studies have focused on the persuasive potential of online content. In this digital era, 

marketers are increasingly relying more on storytelling characteristics to persuade their 

customers (Unni & Harmon, 2007; Van Laer et al., 2019). This thesis considers the 

availability of UGC as an important source for marketers. Apart for providing them 

with information about how consumers view their products (Robson et al., 2013) it can 

potentially guide marketers to create more engaging and persuasive content. 

While much attention has been placed on the importance of UGC and its impact on 

consumer behaviour there is limited research about how this can be used to formulate 

more persuasive PGC, which, as has been noted, is still sought in decision making by 
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consumers. Table 2.4a provides examples of studies that have investigated PGC,UGC 

and other textual content in different contexts together with their resultant persuasive 

process and related variables. The four studies of this theses are part of this stream of 

research and are outlined in Table 2.4b. Full details of each study follows in the 

subsequent sections. 

Table 2.4a Previous studies providing direction for the four studies of this thesis 

Authors Year Content 
looked at Finding 

Shankar, 
Elliot and 
Goulding 

2001 UGC 

Persuasive power of rhetorical consumption stories 
found that online content does not appeal to all 
consumers. Much depends on what consumers considers 
as an “ideal story”. 

Rusell and 
Stern 2006 PGC 

Consumers align their attitudes towards a product with 
their attitudes to products of sitcom characters. This 
process is influenced by the attachment of consumers to 
the characters that they regularly watch on TV. 

Cheong and . 
Morrison 2008 PGC/UGC Consumers trust UGC more than PGC. 

Black and 
Kelley 2009 UGC 

Online reviews that include elements of a story are 
perceived as more helpful and are more likely to result in 
a hotel booking. 

Mudambi 
and Schuff 2010 UGC 

Qualitative characteristic such as depth and subjectivity 
of online reviews have a strong impact on perceived 
helpfulness. 

Cao, Duan 
and Gan 2011 UGC 

Semantic characteristics are more influential than other 
basic or stylistic characteristics in affecting how many 
helpfulness votes reviews receive. 

Yale 2014 Courtroom 
content 

Treats narrative believability as an outcome that leads to 
persuasion. The author reports that this was a better 
predictor of persuasion than narrative transportation. 
Narrative transportation has been developed as an 
antecedent to persuasion in consumer behaviour by 
multiple researchers such as Green and Brock, (2000 ) 
and Van Laer et al. (2013). 

Casalo et al. 2014 UGC 

Considers the expertise of the source (in terms of expert 
vs non-expert reviewers)Their study suggests that high 
risk-averse travelers find negative online reviews more 
useful than positive reviews. For positive online reviews, 
high-risk averse travelers feel expert reviewers' postings, 
travel product pictures, and well-known brand names 
enhance usefulness of the positive online reviews. 

Jurafsky et 
al. 2014 UGC TripAdvisor reviews are not focused on arguments but on 

narrativity. 

Tseng et al. 2015 UGC 
Content analysis using Leximancer identified nine major 
positive themes about mainland China. They also 
identified negative impressions. 
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Huang et al. 2015 UGC 

Confirms earlier study by Mudami and Schuff (2010) 
that there is a linear relationship between text length in 
number of words and perceived helpfulness. However, 
the relationship no longer holds when the review exceeds 
the threshold of 144 words. 

Hart 2015 
Eight 

different 
genres of text 

Used Diction to measure narrative force of sixteen 
thousand texts. The texts were grouped into eight genres 
that could be positioned on a 2x2 matrix of certainty and 
narrative force scores. 

Villarroel 
Ordens et al. 2017 UGC Emotional words in reviews influence consumer 

behaviour. 

Mikalef et al. 2017 UGC/PGC 

Consumers consider both PGC and UGC when making 
purchasing decisions. In the case of PGC consumers 
spent more time on details and image of the selected 
product. In the case of UGC, negative reviews had more 
influence when consumers eliminate a product when 
compared to the influence of positive reviews when they 
are selecting one. 

Van Laer et 
al. 2018 UGC 

Textual elements of the narrative leads to positive 
feedback and predict purchase intention. The significant 
narrative elements of a story fall into two categories: 
content and discourse. Content refers to development of 
characters and spatial and temporal embedding. 
Discourse refers to the genre of the story such as tragedy 
or comedy. There findings also reveal that review 
emotionality is influenced by the property of the 
sentences and hence it is a sentence level-rather than 
text-level phenomena. It is the property of the sentences 
that make up a review’s emotional story shape. 

Wilson and 
Scacco 2018 Political 

discourse 

Used Diction to measure narrative force of political 
discourse. The authors identify narrative force as a 
variable that indicates the level of storytelling within a 
text. 

Van Laer, 
Feireisen and 

Visconti. 
2019 

Commercial 
vs non-

commercial 
domain*. 

Narrative transportation (which is closely related to 
persuasion) is significantly stronger when a story is 
presented via a commercial (vs. non-commercial) 
domain, is user (vs. professional) generated, and is 
received by one story-receiver at a time. 
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Table 2.4b Outline of the four studies in this thesis 

Study Year Content 
looked at Finding 

1 2019 UGC 

Uses Leximancer to identify if the language used differs in 
relations to different levels of satisfaction and Diction to 
measure narrative force of the different reviews (building 
on Hart, 2015; Scacco and Wilson, 2018) which are 
categorised according to the basic characteristics (Cao et 
al., 2011) of valence whether negative, moderate or 
positive. 

2 2019 UGC 

Looks at story/argument and length (Huang et al., 2015) as 
independent variables and their impact on narrative 
believability (Yale, 2013) and purchase intention as 
outcome variables.  

3 2019 UGC 

Looks at short story/argument as independent variable and 
previous objective knowledge as covariate and considers 
their impact on narrative believability and purchase 
intention as dependent variables.  

4 2019 PGC 
Considers story/argument as independent variable and 
average time on website and bounce rate (which indicate 
website stickiness) as outcome variables.  

Study 1 

The first research question of Study 1 considers what the themes and concepts that are 

used by reviewers expressing differing customer satisfaction when posting UGC. It 

distinguishes between story- and argument-based content and focuses on story-based 

content (Deighton et al., 1989) that describe consumption experiences found on 

reviewing website of experiential products in this case dining at restaurants. These 

consumption stories or narratives make it possible for people to understand and 

interpret their surroundings (Gretzel, 2006) because human beings and stories are 

intertwined. Stories have characters, a plot and are narrated by the protagonist who is 

often the main character of the story. UGC consist of reviews that narrate experiences 

in the form of stories (Jurafsky et al., 2004). Escalas (2004b) highlights the role of 

narrative structure that acts as a framework that customers use to give meaning to their 

experiences. Human beings make use of a narrative structure whenever they feel, act 

and decide (Sarbin, 1986) because they are ‘homos narans’ (Fisher, 1984).  

Several authors have looked at UGC on TripAdvisor in the context of restaurants. For, 

example, Kim, Li and Brymer (2016) report that the quantity of online customer 

reviews has a significant positive impact on restaurant performance. Pantelidis (2010) 
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content analysed 2471 customer comments from three hundred restaurants in London 

on an online restaurant guide and provided a clear description of the main factors that 

customers seek at a restaurant. Restaurant reviews on UGC websites such as 

TripAdvisor represent narrations of customer satisfaction stories about a particular 

service performance encounter experienced by customers. Deighton (1992, p. 362) 

defines performance as “the thing that give rise to a consumption experience” where 

performances are the raw material for building consumer experience stories and where 

a “story acts as a cognitive organiser for fragments of experience” (Deighton, 1992, p. 

368; Bruner, 1990; Fisher, 1987). Each narrated experience, irrespective of its length, 

provides insight into the way consumers make sense of their experiences. Twitchell 

(2004) observes that a good story can be communicated even in two sentences 

In stories of consumption, brands, products and experiences play both central and 

peripheral roles in describing customer satisfaction (Woodside et al., 2008). When 

posting UGC, consumers consciously or unconsciously turn themselves into advocates 

and provide important information not just to other consumers but also to marketers 

who can make use of this information. UGC posted to TripAdvisor as reviews 

represents free customer satisfaction stories describing the consumption experiences of 

customers. These narratives are amassed by firms and provide a useful source of 

information to customers about the products and services that these firms can provide. 

Customer satisfaction is a commonly examined area in many businesses and the 

restaurant industry is no exception (e.g., Saad Andaleeb & Conway, 2006). Oliver 

(1981, p. 27) defines customer satisfaction as “the summary psychological state 

resulting when the emotion surrounding dis/confirmed expectations is coupled with the 

consumer’s prior feelings about the consumption experience”. Tse and Wilton (1988, 

p. 204) define it as “the consumer’s response to the evaluation of the perceived

discrepancy between prior expectations (on some other norm of performance) and the

actual performance of the product/service as perceived after its consumption”. These

definitions suggest that customer satisfaction is at least partially dependent on the

characteristics of the customer and that expectations affect the way a customer rates the

product offering. Customer satisfaction is influenced by the characteristics and

expectations of individual customers (Hsiao Yu-Hsiang et al., 2016) based on their

evaluation of what they experienced and what they expected in terms of food, wine and
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service quality. The experience narratives as expressed in reviews on social media also 

give rise to expectations. 

In the food and drink industry the offering of restaurants varies considerably. Moreover, 

TripAdvisor reviews indicate, that patrons have different expectations of a restaurant. 

Food and service are the principal significant determinants of restaurant image and 

important drivers of customer satisfaction (Getty & Getty, 2003; Saad Andaleeb & 

Conway, 2006). In choosing restaurant reviews the valence basic characteristic is used 

to separate the reviews into three groups. For analysis semantic characteristics as 

reflected in the star rating of restaurants are considered (Cao, Duan & Gan, 2011). In 

the first research question UGC in the form of restaurant reviews are analysed with a 

view to understand the themes and concepts that customers use when posting their 

satisfaction experiences. Therefore, the first research question asks:  

RQ1: What are the themes and concepts used by reviewers expressing differing 

customer satisfaction when posting UGC? 

Besides allowing customers to share their experiences websites such as TripAdvisor, 

also allows customers to provide a rating from 1 to 5 of their experience, hence making 

it easier for the reader to figure out the basic valence (negative versus positive) 

characteristic of their experience (Cao et al., 2011). The literature provides conflicting 

evidence as to which of the different levels of rating scores are most helpful (Mudambi 

& Schuff, 2010; Schindler & Bickart, 2012). Ahluwalia et al. (2000) hold that readers 

prefer reviews with low or negative score ratings because they are perceived as 

diagnostic and therefore more useful. Similarly, Hao et al. (2009) note that positive 

reviews are less helpful than negative ones because they are less detailed. However, 

Mudambi and Schuff (2010) who look at Amazon products observe that the type of 

product moderates the effect of score ratings on the helpfulness of a review. They point 

out that for experiential products were the consumption story tends to be more 

subjective, reviews with moderate ratings are considered more helpful than reviews 

with extreme ratings. They also report that product ratings and review helpfulness are 

associated with each other. However, Li and Hitt (2008) argue that readers determine 

the helpfulness of a review from the persuasiveness of that review thereby suggesting 

that perceived helpfulness is closely related to review persuasiveness.  



58	|	P a g e

Researchers in different disciplines, that include: legal studies (Pennington, 1991; Yale, 

2013), communication studies (Fisher, 1987), and consumer behaviour (Green, 2004) 

have all looked at stories as potential persuasive tools. Adams (2015) who cites Scott 

(1815) refers to the latter’s theory of narrative force and holds that the persuasion 

potential of a story can also be referred to as the ‘narrative force’. This research also 

seeks to investigate narrative force, which is defined as: the persuasiveness force 

exerted on readers of consumption stories. The literature provides conflicting evidence 

about the perceived usefulness and persuasion potential of different rating scores 

provided by customers on UGC websites. Nevertheless, little is known as to whether 

this is due to the semantic characteristics that customers use when they are posting a 

positive or negative review on social media platforms. It is expected that the language, 

themes and concepts used by those relating positive or negative experiences will differ. 

Therefore, the second research question of Study 1 asks: 

RQ 2: Does the narrative force resulting from reviews posted as UGC differ by 

declared customer satisfaction ratings? 

Study 2 

Keller and Stealin (1987), and more recently Huang et al. (2015), have identified 

information as having two dimensions; qualitative and quantitative. Quality of content 

is a subjective concept that depends on the user’s point of view and qualitative aspects 

include the writing style used (Yaari, Baruchson-Arbibb & Bar-Ilan, 2011) and stylistic 

and semantic characteristics of the writing (Cao et al., 2011). On the other hand, length 

in terms of number of words, is quantitative. The quantitative aspects of information 

are easier to measure as these relate to words and page count in the case of text, length 

in minutes in the case of videos (Huang et al., 2015) or seconds in case of storytelling 

brand adverts (Dhote & Kumar, 2019). The third research question looks at the effect 

of the qualitative and quantitative aspects of online textual content, focusing on the 

effect of content type (story-based versus argument based – stylistic characteristic) and 

length (long versus short - basic characteristic) on narrative believability and purchase 

intention.  

The theory of information overload holds that when the text of a message is too long, 

readers tend to browse through the message rather than reading it properly (Jackson & 
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Farzaneh, 2012). Huang et al. (2015), who looked at six different products (cell phones, 

printers, cameras, music players, music CDs and video games), sought to investigate 

what is too long and too short and confirms the earlier finding by Mudambi and Schuff 

(2010) that there is a linear relationship between text length and perceived helpfulness. 

However, this relationship breaks when the review exceeds the threshold of 144 words 

(Huang et al., 2015).  

The research focus in this study is also driven by the appeal by Yale’s (2013) to test 

the predicative validity of the narrative believability scale and its impact on purchase 

intention in a marketing context. Therefore, the research question in Study 2, asks: 

RQ3: What is the impact of different content type and length of online textual 

reviews on narrative believability and purchase intention? 

Study 3 

In line with Alba and Hutchinson (1987), the Study 3 considers the role of objective 

knowledge and explores if this has an effect on narrative believability and purchase 

intention when the UGC takes the form of argumentative/ technical content as opposed 

to story-based UGC.  

WEB 2.0 has created an accessible arena that is an important source of product 

knowledge that also provides visitors with a location where they can interact. Online 

marketers have sought to leverage these facilities by posting different types of content 

to influence potential customers. Marketers and reviewers of products with a certain 

degree of complexity have often opted for argumentative, expert-type content. Such 

reviews for goods and services are viewed by customers who exhibit different levels of 

product knowledge which may act to moderate any effect that the type of content may 

have on narrative believability and purchase intention.  

As discussed above, this study considers objective rather than subjective knowledge. 

Objective product knowledge refers to what customers really know, while subjective 

knowledge is about what consumers think they know (Park & Lessig, 1981). Subjective 

knowledge is highly correlated to objective knowledge (Raju et al.,1995; Smith et al., 

2008). What consumers think they know is most likely dependent on what they actually 
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know. It has been suggested that researchers should not concurrently make use of the 

two facets of product knowledge in research as their strong relationship may not allow 

a distinct separation of each of their effect (Cordell, 1997; Raju et al., 1995). Therefore, 

the fourth research question asks: 

RQ4: Does objective knowledge effect the impact of different content type of 

online textual reviews on narrative believability and purchase intention? 

Study 4 

Not all online content is UGC content. Marketers also make use of PGC channels to 

promote their goods and services. If one uses Deighton et al. (1989) continuum as a 

yardstick much of the current PGC employed by company websites can be described 

as argument-based. PGC often sees firms seeking to highlight the benefits of their 

offering in an explicit way by focusing on facts and data, that includes metrics and 

statistics. In essence, PGC attempts to persuade by arguing in an objective way that the 

offering is superior to that of competitors.  

Deighton et al (1989, p. 335) argue that argument-based content “backs its claims with 

appeals to objectivity and is processed evaluatively”. The meaning of an argument in 

everyday life is often used to refer to a quarrel between two or more people. However, 

from a critical thinking point of view, an argument is a collection of statements. These 

refer to specific factors only leaving limited leeway for the reader to interpret the 

meaning differently. They provide the premises that lead to a final statement which is 

the conclusion. Readers of an argumentative text are invited to evaluate the points made 

and to act on them.  

Storytelling is recognised as being crucial for any marketer who desires to persuade 

and differentiate a product or service and has therefore received considerable attention 

in the consumer behaviour literature. Brown (2007, p. 296–297) recognises storytelling 

as a pivotal persuasive tool in marketing and describes it as “story-dominant logic”. 

Brand stories enhance the creation of product experience, as characters can put across 

a very personal view of how an experience has “fitted” in their life (e.g., Fournier, 1998; 

Gabriel & Lang, 2015). They can convey brand values and help differentiate brands by 

providing an emotional factor (LaTour, LaTour & Brainerd, 2014; Lundqvist et al., 
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2013; Sevier, 2001). In a PGC context, story-based text referring to previous 

consumption experiences can potentially be more engaging than the more often adopted 

argument-based content. It is expected that story-based reviews lead to higher levels of 

website stickiness. This aspect of stickiness is considered pivotal for online marketing 

success (Gofman, Moskowitz & Mets, 2009). 

Therefore, in the Study 4, argument- and story-based content in the form of alumni 

stories appearing on university recruitment websites are considered and it is expected 

that story-based textual content will be preferred to argument-based content by 

prospective international students reading university websites and that this will be 

reflected in higher website stickiness. Therefore, the research question of Study 4 asks: 

RQ5: Does story-based textual PGC improve website stickiness? 

2.9 Summary of Chapter 2 

While Section (2.1) offers an introduction to Chapter 2 (Literature Review) and the 

main research question of this thesis, this section presents a summary of this chapter. 

The literature review is focused on characteristics of the online textual content and 

constructs, that according to previous literature are directly or indirectly related to these 

characteristics. Thus, the structure of this chapter is organized as follows. 

Section 2.2 reviews the different types of online content with a particular focus on the 

difference between PGC and UGC. UGC is often presented by consumers as story-

based content where the user presents a consumption experience in the form of a story 

which follows a plot and make use of characters. Multiple researchers have looked 

deeper into this and as Table 2.1 reveals reasons why this might be the case. However 

as discussed in section 2.4, the use of story-based text could be at least partially 

dependent on the product being reviewed. In fact, this thesis looks deeper by 

introducing and testing story-based text that is used for a product that traditionally is 

reviewed by consumers in a technical argumentative manner.  

Section 2.3 reviews the main characteristics of online textual content in this study and 

their link to persuasion. The justification of the choice of these characteristics is 
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presented in subsequent sections particularly in Section 2.7, which presents the research 

questions.  

Section 2.5 highlights the theoretical perspectives that have been utilised to view the 

concept of narrative persuasion through story-based content. The main theory that has 

been focused is the NPT It also refers to other theoretical models such as the story 

model and the concept of narrative believability.  

Section 2.6 introduces the role of objective knowledge as a covariate in the believability 

and persuasion process. This section provides justification why this is preferred over 

the subjective knowledge which literature defines as what you think you know rather 

what you actually know.  

Section 2.7 deals with the final outcomes of the conceptual model (Section 2.8) namely 

purchase intention and website stickiness. According to research website stickiness is 

closely related to purchase intention, whilst purchase intention is closely related to 

persuasion. 

Section 2.8 presents the main conceptual model of this thesis. This allows for the 

identification of a set of research questions that are tested empirically in four studies 

(see chapter 4).  For clarification, a concise literature review is presented in the 

beginning of each study. Table 2.5 provide details of the online text content 

characteristics considered by each research question. One of the research questions 

deals with PGC while the other four focus on UGC. 

The emphasis is on the potential of the story-based content as according to literature 

this is meant to have a strong influence on behaviour intention. NPT (Fisher 1984; 

1987) is employed as a theoretical framework underpinning all four research  
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Table 2.5 Characteristics that impact the influence of textual online content on its 
readers  

RQ 

Online text 
content 

characteristics Covariate 

Tested 
Online 

Content 
Context* Outcome Variable 

1 Valence/Semantic UGC TripAdivsor Used Themes and 
Concepts 

2 Valence/Semantic UGC TripAdivsor Narrative Force 

3 Length in words UGC SmartTVs 
Narrative 

Believability/Purchase 
Intention 

4 Story/Argument Objective 
knowledge UGC SmartTVs 

Narrative 
Believability/Purchase 

Intention 

5 Story/Argument PGC University 
courses Website Stickiness 

*The choice of context is discussed in Chapter 3
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

Darlaston-Jones (2007) holds that epistemological concepts including research 

paradigm and research philosophy, must be clearly explained when undertaking 

scientific research. In order to avoid researcher biased it is practical that any underlying 

assumptions and perceptions toward a specific phenomenon, are considered when 

deciding about data collection and analysis. This chapter provides details that justify 

the research design, the choice of data collection and context and analysis methods.  

Research is normally classified into three main types: exploratory, descriptive and 

explanatory/causal (Malhotra et al., 2003). Sullivan (2001) recommends that 

researchers use exploratory research when there is a lack of theoretical foundation to 

the research problem. Phillips and Pugh (2010) claim that exploratory research is 

adequate when the researcher is tackling a new problem where there is limited 

theoretical information about the researched topic or problem. categorise research 

approaches as exploratory, causal and descriptive. Similarly (Malhotra et al., 2003)  

suggest the use of an exploratory design for new problem investigation as this seeks to 

provide insights for that problem or situation. Study 1 can be considered as exploratory 

as it uses a software to explore the different styles and semantic characteristics of 

consumer stories of their satisfaction with a dining experience.  

Explanatory research is typically used when there is plenty of theoretical support to the 

research problem or when there is a mature debate in the literature (Sullivan, 2001). 

Based on this rationale, studies 2 and 3 can be considered an explanatory as both explain 

the effect of the dichotomous variables of length (short/long) and content type (story-

argument/technical-based) on narrative believability and purchase intention. Similarly, 

Study No. 4 also follows the same stance because it involves testing of relationships 

between proposed variables. Their purpose is to explore the impact of the dichotomous 

variable story- and argument-based content on website stickiness as an outcome 

variable.  
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The views of researchers about the philosophy of research are diverse and consequently 

research problems are tackled differently (Gray, 2013). The three principal 

philosophical approaches adopted are inductive, deductive and abductive. The 

inductive approach is appropriate for theory building where the researchers observe 

phenomenon and use the observations to generate theory (De Vaus & De Vaus, 2001). 

In the deductive approach, rather than building theory, the researcher studies the 

phenomenon through a theoretical lens and uses the observations to test the existing 

theory (De Vaus & De Vaus, 2001). The abductive approach is a combination of both 

approaches (Gray, 2013). 

In Studies 2, 3 and 4, the relationships between multiple variables that are related to the 

use of storytelling as a persuasive technique are considered. The three studies consider 

phenomena from a NPT theoretical lens and investigate relationships using a deductive 

approach. Although the first study in this research explores factors (such as the themes 

and concept used by reviews) and investigates how customers use them to express 

satisfaction, it can still be considered as a deductive study because it tests the NPT 

assumption that considers humans as storytellers (Fisher, 1984). In view of the 

explanatory nature of the main research problem, this thesis proposes a conceptual 

model (Chapter 2) to understand what impact the various characteristics of online 

textual content have on website stickiness and purchase intention. The research sets out 

to answer research questions that seek to investigate the relationships proposed by the 

conceptual model. Overall this research can therefore be said to follow a deductive 

approach. 

The chapter commences with a short description of the main aspects of scientific 

research, namely: the philosophical stance, methodological aspects, and research 

design of the thesis. This is followed by a discussion about the multiple methods of data 

collection used, which involve extraction of online UGC and survey based-research 

methods. The discussion proceeds by indicating the data analysis used in each of the 

four empirical studies that have been conducted, followed by internal validity and 

reliability assessments for the three studies involving construct measures. In essence, 

this chapter provides an overview of data collection and analysis undertaken in line 

with the proposed conceptual model presented in Chapter 2. Figure 3.1 portrays a flow 

diagram that has been used to guide the design of the research conducted. More detailed 
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discussions about the methodology are also provided in the relevant papers in Chapter 

4.  

Figure 3.1 Research design for this thesis 
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3.2 Research paradigm  

Cuba and Lincoln (1994) define a paradigm as the basic belief system or worldview 

that guides the investigator, not only in the choices of method but also in ontological 

and epistemological fundamental ways. Hussein (2009, p. 5) holds that “paradigms are 

social constructs and are not theories in themselves; however, they are the foundations 

of theory as they give directions on how theory building can move forward in a 

meaningful way.” 

Traditionally, marketing researcher has used two principal paradigms, namely: 

positivism and interpretivist. Snape and Spencer (2003) hold that positivism has three 

principles: (1) scientific methods that test hypotheses grounded in existing theory; (2) 

empiricism that involves knowledge gathered by observation or appropriate 

instruments; and (3) an assumption that facts and values are separate from each other, 

hence allowing for objective inquiry. This is based on the notion that the analysis of the 

empirical data is based on quantitative data and detached from the interpretation made 

by the researcher.  

Although there are cases were positivist research can be used with qualitative research 

methods (Eisenhardt, 1989) as is the case in comparative studies, qualitative research 

is normally considered as interpretive whilst quantitative as considered positivist.  

Sullivan (2011) postulates that the qualitative approach is suitable for studies where 

theoretical foundations are still being developed. On the other hand, quantitative is 

appropriate for studies that are grounded in existing theory. The quantitative approach 

is considered as a positivist approach because it is objective (based on collection and 

analysis of quantitative data) and investigates causal relationships between variables 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Darlaston-Jones (2007) consider the positivism philosophy as 

objective and quantifiable. In the same vein, Willig (2001) emphasises that the main 

aim of positivist research is to generate objective knowledge. Conversely, a qualitative 

approach is considered as one that has a non-objective perspective.  

In accordance with the above classifications of the positivist and interpretative view it 

can be concluded that this thesis follows both positivist and interpretive aspects. The 

two research questions linked to study 1 are interpretive and positivist respectively. The 

first question traces and interprets the common concepts and themes used by consumers 
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when expressing their satisfaction for a given service, whilst the second question uses 

computerised technique to trace narrative force in a quantitative manner. Hence, 

analyses of RQ2 was detached from the interpretation made by the researcher (Snape 

& Spencer, 2003). The other three studies follow a positivist perspective. This approach 

was chosen because the research problem seeks to understand ‘what’ (rather than how 

or why) effects different characteristics of online content have on narrative believability 

and purchase intention. The quantitative results provide numerical evidence making it 

easier to compare the effect of different characteristics.  

3.3 Research approach (Qualitative or quantitative approach) 

This thesis tests the use of storytelling as a persuasive technique by using a mixed 

method approach. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) postulate that a mixed method 

approach works best for answering complex research questions. Creswell (2014) 

identifies mixed methods as the third research approach available to social scientist in 

addition to qualitative and quantitative approaches. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) 

also recommend using multiple methods to collect data because this minimizes the 

weaknesses of quantitative and qualitative research designs. Creswell (2014) adds that 

mixed methods naturalise the biases of other methods as it allows for triangulation of 

data sources and seeks convergence across qualitative and quantitative methods.  

Riff, Lacy and Fico (2014, p. 3) define quantitative content analysis as the “systematic 

assignment of communication content to categories according to rules and the analysis 

of relationships involving those categories.” The rise of more powerful computer and 

software capabilities have facilitated the use of quantitative content analysis (Riff et al., 

2014) in different disciplines, as for example in: education (Poldner, et al., 2012), 

communication of news content (Sjøvaag & Stavelin, 2014) and politics (Proksch, 

Slapin & Thies, 2011).  

The first part of study 1, which addresses RQ1 follows a qualitative approach and aims 

to understand the themes and concepts used by consumers to express their satisfaction. 

Although content analysis is not a novel exploratory qualitative methodology, there is 

limited empirical work that investigates the actual composition of words consumers use 

to express their satisfaction. To answer RQ 2 a quantitative specialised content analysis 
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software is used to predict the persuasiveness potential of reviews. Studies 2, 3 and 4 

also follow a quantitative approach.  

Generally, NPT is associated with qualitative studies (e.g., Burns, 2015; Lumpkins, 

2012; Brinson & Brown, 1997) and few attempts have been made to test the theory in 

a quantitative way. The quantitative studies in this thesis which evolved from the 

conceptual model provided in chapter 2, provide an alternative way of testing NPT 

objectively by adopting a quantitative approach. These studies also seek to assess if the 

theory holds in different situations and contexts.  

3.4 Research strategy 

Scientific research strategies are determined by the research objectives and context of 

the intended research. Marshall and Rossman (2014) hold that research strategy is like 

a road map leading to exploration of phenomenon. According to Yin (1994) there are 

five research strategies: experiments, surveys, archival analysis, history and case study. 

The main aim of this section is to provide details about how the studies in this research 

were designed and the methods that have been used to collect and conduct data 

analyses. Table 3.1 provides a summary of the methodologies and research approaches 

used in this study. 

Calder, Phillips and Tybout (1981) hold that when the goal of the research is theory 

application experimental designs are preferred because they allow for a stronger test of 

the theory. Experimental designs rule out “the possibility that the dependent variable 

initiates change in the independent variable rather than vice versa” (Calder et al., 1981, 

p. 202). These authors cite Campbell and Stanley (1966) and advise that alternative

research designs other than experimentation should only be used when experimentation

is not feasible.

Gneezy (2017, p. 142) promotes field experimentation and suggest that researchers 

interested in “understanding a behavioural phenomenon - its antecedents, consequences 

and implications - should use field experiments as an integral component of their 

everyday research methods toolkit”.  
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Additional to Yin’s (1994) five strategies mentioned above, there other research 

strategies that are commonly used in management and marketing research disciplines. 

For example, content analysis and simulation. In fact, for study 1 real data was scraped 

from available online sources. However, an experimental approach is used in Studies 

2, 3 and 4. An experimental approach was employed in all three studies because this 

provides a useful way of comparing the persuasiveness potential of story-based versus 

argument/technical-based online reviews.  

Studies 2 and 3 are laboratory-type experiments involving collection of data that is used 

to determine the causal effects of the variables under investigation. Part of the third 

study can also be classified as exploratory since, apart from testing NPT under different 

conditions, it introduces the role of product knowledge and explores how this influences 

the behaviour of consumers when searching online for a target product. Study 4 can be 

classified as a field experiment with data collection obtained by observing and 

measuring the behaviour patterns of users on a website. In accordance with Rindfleisch 

et al. (2008) this can help eliminate common method variance bias.  

3.5 Research method 

When choosing a research method, it is crucial to consider the underlying research 

problem and the research questions the study. Theory also plays an important role in 

choosing the methods for data collection and in adapting scales items to a study (Hair, 

Ringle & Sarstedt, 2011). As mentioned above data for Study 1 was extracted from a 

leading UGC website. The data scraping method was used to be able to undertake 

content analysis in three different situations: positive review (4 and 5 bubbles); 

moderate (3 bubbles) and negative (2 and 1 bubbles). To scrape the data a powerful 

web scraper called Webharvy was used. This data was required to test for narrative 

force and to observe the themes and concepts consumers use when they review a 

restaurant. In fact, Diction and Leximancer were used for the content analyses of the 

text. 

For Studies 2 and 3 data was collected through a survey. The survey-based research 

approach is used in Studies 2 and 3 due to the quantitative nature of RQ3 and RQ4. 

This is a commonly used method in quantitative research. It allows the researcher to 

collect empirical data on the phenomenon under investigation. The survey-based 
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method has several advantages and is considered a powerful technique as it allows for 

using various data analysis techniques such as descriptive statistical analysis, inferential 

statistical analysis, and hypothesis testing. It is also of high objectivity and allows for 

measuring the reliability and validity, and hence improves the generalizability of the 

results (Forza, 2002). The survey-based method necessitates that a set of systematic 

phases are followed. These phases include designing and distributing the 

questionnaires, collecting the responses, preparing datasets, analysing data, and 

reporting the results. In each step, consistent analysis and replicable results need to be 

ensured to safeguard against problems of internal validity and reliability. A pilot study 

of all the questionnaires used was undertaken as proposed by (Forza, 2002). A pilot 

study with 20 respondents was conducted prior to the actual collection of data and a 

few changes were undertaken. In Study 2 and 3 Qualtrics software was used.  

For Study 4 data was observed and recorded from real activity on a website and hence 

can be classified as a field experiment. The field study approach was chosen because 

this eliminates researcher bias. For this study metrics about bounce rate and average 

time on website drawn from Google Analytics were used for further analyses.  

Once the questionnaire was finalised and ready for distribution a decision about the 

collection method was needed. Each method has its own advantages and disadvantages 

For example, web-based surveys are a fast and easy way to distribute questionnaires 

and collect responses from participants. However, their response rate is often lower 

than that of regular mail (Nulty, 2008). Internet samples may not be representative 

samples as not everyone uses internet. However, in this case web-based surveys were 

employed as data had to be collected from consumers who are regular internet browsers. 

Once the targeted amount of responses was received, it was important to choose the 

data analysis software and preliminary descriptive statistical analysis were conducted, 

missing responses and outliers identified, and normality of the data considered. The 

choice of the data analysis technique is dependent on the nature of the research designs 

and the relationships being investigated. 

These choices were mainly influenced by existing literature (see chapter 4) 

Additionally, they were deemed to be the most appropriate for  the research philosophy, 



72	|	P a g e

research problem, research objectives and research questions faced. Table 3.1 provides 

a summary of the approaches used in the thesis. 

Table 3.1 Overview of the research methods employed in this doctoral thesis 

Research 
characteristic 

Literature 
review 

Empirical 
Study 1 

Empirical 
Study 2 

Empirical 
Study 3 

Empirical 
Study 4 

Research 
questions 
covered 

Development of 
RQ1, RQ2, and 
RQ3, RQ4, RQ5 

RQ1, RQ2. RQ3 RQ4 RQ5 

Type of 
research 

Explorative 
Explanatory 

Explorative 
Explanatory Explanatory Explanatory Explanatory 

Research 
approach 

Qualitative 
Quantitative Quantitative Quantitative Quantitative 

Research 
method and 

approach 

Conceptual 
theoretical 
approach 

Extraction of 
online data 

Laboratory 
experiment 

Laboratory 
experiment 

Field 
experiment 

Method of data 
collection and 
source of data 

Peer-reviewed 
journal articles, 

books, book 
chapters, 

conference 
proceedings, 

websites 

literature review 
and Extraction 
of Online data 

using webs 
scraper 

Literature 
review and 

survey 
questionnaire 

Literature 
review and 

survey 
questionnaire 

Literature 
review and 
extracted 

analytics of 
online activity 

Method of data 
analysis 

Synthesis and 
argument 

development 

Content analysis 
ANOVA MANOVA MANCOVA MANOVA 

Unit of analysis 
Fine Dining 

Restaurants in 
Stockholm 

Internet users Internet users Internet users 

Participants 
Reviewers of 
fine dining 
restaurants 

Respondents 
reached through 
online channels 

Respondents 
reached through 
online channels 

Targeted 
audience of 

Internet users 
who clicked on 

an online 
Facebook Ad 

Since all the four studies required comparisons across different groups, Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA) was used for Study 1, MANOVA for Study 2 and 4 and 

MANCOVA via Multivariate generalized linear modelling was employed for Study 3. 

A full description of all statistical analyses is presented in chapter 4.  

The results from the data analyses are grounded in the NPT, which, in essence describes 

why a story-based text is more persuasive than a narrative that follows an argumentative 

or other approach. A model that is grounded in NPT is presented in Chapter 2 and tested 

in Chapter 4. The research questions in the four studies seek to investigate the 

relationships predicted by the model and provide new constructs such as narrative 
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believability to the current theoretical foundations of NPT. Chapter 4 explains in detail 

the findings, whilst the final chapter compares the findings to the predicted model. To 

test the model different contexts were considered.  

3.6 Rationale for investigating the contexts chosen 

The choice of industry focus was motivated by the Shostack (1977) description of 

marketing entities. She holds that products or services have multiple molecules some 

of which are tangible, and others are intangible, and the perceived importance of these 

elements depends on the characteristics of the consumers. Based on this molecular 

concept, she placed multiple market entities along a continuum according to the mix of 

elements that form them. Salt as a product with a clear simple function, is very tangible 

(T–) dominant and is placed at one end of the continuum. At the opposite Intangible (I) 

dominant end, she places teaching services, which by their very nature are more 

difficult to market. Food occupies the middle of the continuum, as it has a balanced mix 

of both ‘T-dominant and I-dominant’ elements. This research uses this framework to 

investigate the role of online content in three market sectors that correspond to a T-

dominant (smart TVs), I-dominant (University education) and a balanced T- I- 

dominant position (restaurant dinning) – See Figure 3.2. 

● Smart TVs (T-Dominant): There is a school of thought that holds that the

promotion of tangible products is less challenging than that of services (Ray &

Suchetana, 2006) especially if the product functionality is well defined.

Moreover, the purchase decision for such functional product is said to be

primarily logical and objective as it is based on functional facts (Ratchford,

1987; Mittal 1989). In these circumstances, the features of the product can be

communicated easily, and storytelling would probably not be particularly

relevant as a persuasive technique. Although the introduction of smart features

and high-quality picture have in recent years moved the TV closer to the centre

of the spectrum, it remains a T-Dominant product. Demand for smart TVs is

increasing, and as soon as new models are launched, suppliers engage highly

knowledgeable consumers to review these products. These reviews are often

rather long and very technical so that the average consumer who has limited

technical familiarity may not much appreciate such content. smart TV context

is used for both Study 2 and 3. The former seeks to introduce the use of
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storytelling as a reviewing persuasive technique whilst the fourth drills deeper 

to investigate if the level of product familiarity effects the persuasiveness 

potential of a story. Put simply, would a consumer who is highly knowledgeable 

about the product would still find a story more persuasive than an argumentative 

review that make use of highly technical language.  

● Restaurants (T- I- Dominant): Web 2.0, has opened the possibility of using

interactive social media where customers can share their experiences (Xiang &

Gretzel, 2010). Fotis, Rossides and Buhalis (2010) hold that eWOM on websites

and online platforms is often perceived as more trustworthy than official

tourism websites or mass media advertising. TripAdvisor, which has about 300

million users and over 570 million reviews covering 7.3 million different

businesses including restaurants, accommodation, travel airlines and attractions

is considered as one of the top review sites for restaurants. TripAdvisor reviews

reporting dining experiences are in most cases narrated by customers in the form

of stories (Jurafsky et al., 2014; Vasquez, 2012) that have characters and follow

a plot (Deighton et al., 1989). TripAdvisor provides an example of reported

experiences by consumers, who are being possibly perceived by other

consumers reading their stories, as communication where the intention of the

reviewer is not known by the reader. This study considers these restaurant

dining-experience reviews as prior information and knowledge that facilitate

the purchasing decision of prospective restaurant patrons. The vast choice of

restaurants that exists makes it impossible for anyone to experience all

restaurants. Consequently, TripAdvisor has become a pivotal source of

information that contributes to the reputation of a restaurant and influences

eWOM that ultimately impact customers’ behaviour intentions.

Moreover, this thesis looks at fine-dining restaurants because it is envisaged

that expectations (Oliver, 1981) at these high-end restaurants are predicted to

be higher due to a higher perceived value (See Zeithaml, 1988). Customers

evaluate a consumption upon “a judgement continuum that may range from

satisfaction to dissatisfaction” (Arora & Singer, 2006, p. 94). These authors,

who also focused on satisfaction of fine dining restaurants, refer to satisfaction

as a precursor of expectations and performance. They refer to disconfirmation
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as an indicator of the difference between expectation and performance. Hence 

if customers receive what is expected, the disconfirmation would be zero, if they 

receive more than was expected the disconfirmation would be positive while if 

they receive less than was expected the disconfirmation would be negative. A 

main consequence, amongst others, of disconfirmation is the generation of 

word-of-mouth (Arora & Singer, 2006). Due to the higher perceived value 

which is also influenced by service quality (Caruana, Money & Berthon, 2000), 

this thesis assumes that expectations and performance of high-end restaurants 

are influenced by a wider range of variables than restaurants that are classified 

on TripAdisor as ‘cheap eats’ or ‘casual dining’.  Consequently, it is expected 

that positive or negative disconfirmation would lead to WOM that reflects a 

more comprehensive range of concepts and themes.  

● University Education (I-Dominant): Degree courses are experience-type

products, which in most countries, especially in the US and to some extent in

the EU, are not cheap. An interested applicant would be enthused to search for

information before commencing a study experience that normally takes three to

four years of his or her life. Eurostat (2018) reports that in most countries there

is still a significant demand for skilled workers which is driving more students

to seek good universities from where they can obtain a recognised degree whilst

experiencing an unforgettable student life during their studies. Burns (2015)

reports that the use of alumni stories in education promotion is very effective.

He also suggests that students undertake a lot of online research before

enrolling. Hence, this study will look at the role of such online story-telling in

this context.

Although the three contexts considered above differ from each other in various ways, 

they all stimulate consumers to undertake online research before committing 

themselves. In the restaurant context, the millions of reviews and reactions to reviews 

on TripAdvisor clearly indicate that other consumers are seeking information about 

what to expect. In the relatively high cost context of smart TVs, consumers seek 

information before making a purchasing decision. In the university educational context, 

that represents a life-time commitment; prospective students also undertake extensive 

online research before planning a three to four-year journey. This is reflected in the 
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numerous student portals that promote degree programmes both through traditional 

websites and social media channels. The smart TV and educational context studies 

investigate the detail of the cognitive process while the restaurant study seeks to 

understand the language customers use online. 

Figure 3.2 Choice of three market contexts based on Shostack (1977) continuum 

3.7 Content classification 

The interplay between plot, charterers, purpose and message is used to classify the 

content investigated in the studies of this research.  

3.7.1 The purpose of stories 

Usually, the purpose of a story is to make a point (Schank & Abelson, 1995) but this 

purpose can be either explicit or implicit. Cho et al. (2014) observe that earlier 

communication research focused on entertainment education where implicit persuasive 

message was considered essential for narrative persuasiveness. However, in recent 

years, narratives are described by scholars as communication that “contains implicit or 

explicit messages about the topic being addressed’’ (Kreuter et al., 2007, p. 222). It is 

therefore to be expected that text, on both UGC and PGC channels, can either have an 

implicit or explicit purpose. For example, in public announcements related to health 

Smart TVs  Restaurants University degrees 
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awareness, communication is normally very explicit (e.g., Brinson & Brown 1997; 

Lumpkins, 2012) whilst persuasive messages that seek to promote a product or service 

are usually implicit, especially when story-based content is used. Indeed, Twitchell 

(2004) holds that most times, the main purpose of story is not explicit to listeners. Cho 

et al. (2014) claim that narrative persuasion, through stories, is a message strategy that 

seeks to influence beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. Such stories are effective in various 

formats, ranging from short-based advertisements where persuasion intent is explicit 

(because it is communicated directly from the producer or seller), to drama where the 

persuasion intent is less explicit. On the other hand, in argument-based persuasive 

content, this normally concludes with a clear explicit concluding statement that is based 

on facts and logic. Here, the reader is presented with an explicit conclusion and is 

expected to reason thinks in line with the argumentation presented. 

3.7.2 Characters and Plot 

Characters and plot are considered as basic to distinguish between argumentative and 

story-based content (Deighton et al., 1989). Story-based content used in the studies of 

this research followed a plot and made use of characters and protagonists. On the hand, 

argument-based content provided several statements leading to a final recommendation 

but did not follow any plot and while it was narrated it did not refer to any characters 

or protagonists. In line with the literature discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, the resultant 

treatments used in the experiments conducted in studies 2, 3 and 4 were pretested with 

the same twenty participants. The resultant classification of type of text used is the four 

studies of this research are presented in Table 3.2. 

3.7.3 Textual content used in study 1 

Study 1 looks at reviews about restaurants on TripAdvisor that are treated as short 

stories of negative or positive consumption satisfaction that often follow a plot and 

make use of characters (Deighton et al., 1989). Van Laer and De Ruyter (2010, p. 16) 

had observed that online reviewers “make sense of their experience by narrating the 

events they go through”. More recently, Van Laer et al. (2018, p. 16) who cite Bennett 

and Royle (2016), consider reviews on TripAdvisor as “stories through which consumer 

identities are expressed”. Text content of restaurant reviews are based on narrating 

experiences rather than presenting arguments where the narrator himself or herself is 
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often the main protagonist (Jurafsky et al., 2014; Van Laer et al., 2018). These 

narrations often follow a sequence of events (Bennett & Royle, 2016) and unlike novels 

or movies the short length of these reviews “does not encourage consumers to forget 

that the setting is pure fiction” (Van Laer et al., 2018, p5). Literature about narrative 

text distinguishes between content and discourse (Culler, 1981; Fludernik, 2009). 

Content text refers to the structure of the narrative with respect to characters, sequence 

of events, plot, etc., whilst discourse deals with the literacy of content. This first study 

uses reviews posted on TripAdvisor to investigate what discourse consumers use when 

they rate their satisfaction experience and whether ‘narrative force’ varies by level of 

satisfaction. It explores whether it is possible to detect the narrative potential by 

analysing the text.  

Table 3.2 Classification of content used for the four studies 

Plot Characters Purpose 
Context Narrative Narrative Narrative 

Argument Story Argument Story Argument Story 
Study 

1 Yes Yes Implicit Restaurants 
UGC* 

Study 
2 No Yes No Yes Explicit Implicit Smart TV 

UGC1

Study 
3 No Yes No Yes Explicit Implicit Smart TV 

UGC2

Study 
4 No Yes No Yes Explicit Explicit University 

PGC2

*Negative, Moderate and Positive
1Long and Short stories and argument-based content
2 Story and argument-based content

3.7.4 Textual content used in studies 2 and 3 

Both studies 2 and 3 had smart TVs as their focus product. The treatment used again 

consisted of an argument and a story-based review but in Study 2 each of these came 

in long and short (<144 words) versions (Appendix 1). The argument-based review uses 

technical terms to explain how this new smart TV brand is offering a solution to screen 

brightness thanks to new technology. The review concludes that customers do not need 

to buy a super-large screen size to experience a bright picture. It then presents the 

different screen sizes available along with an indication of the price. The name of the 

original Sony brand for the smart TV is replaced in the experiment by the word BRAND 

to avoid brand bias. Fisher (1984, p. 9) refers to such text as attuned to rationality 

through argumentative competence where one is expected to reason things out 

“according to prescribed rules of calculation or inference making”. In this type of 
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review a clear hierarchal structure is implied that is dominated by highly knowledgeable 

consumers who present themselves “as qualified to judge and to lead” (p. 9) and other 

less knowledgeable people who are encouraged to follow, despite not fully 

understanding the communicated review.  

In the story-based review, the narrator is the main protagonist of the story who identifies 

himself as a normal layman who has no particular preference other than having a TV 

with a bright picture and possibly with a bigger than normal TV screen. In the text, he 

also refers to his partner and his brother as well as to the useless hugely knowledgeable 

salesperson who provided a lot of technical information, which the narrator makes clear 

he did not quite understand.  

In Study 2 the two types of narratives were compiled in both a short and a long version 

(>144 words). The longer stories followed a similar structure to the shorter version but 

went into more detail about picture quality and also refers to the design. For the 

argument-based review, multiple statements and facts about the TV were offered and 

the narrative concluded that “Overall, the BRAND is a great HDR TV that occupies a 

sweet spot between performance and price. UHD image clarity is excellent, colour 

performance luscious and its HDR delivery adds just the right level of zing”. Table 3.3 

provides a synthesises of the textual content discussed in the above sub-sections. 

3.7.5 Textual content used in study 4 

Two texts were used for study 4 (See Appendix 3). The first was extracted from the 

main student recruitment webpage of a European university. As is the case with many 

universities, this type of text is often used to promote the university’s brand 

internationally. It presented a number of facts to readers which were the premise to a 

concluding statement, that invited prospective students to study at the particular 

University. The premises used consisted of several rational advantages that should not 

be ignored. The second text was written by a leading student recruiter who has vast 

knowledge of the type of stories written and posted to social media channels by alumni. 

The structure of this story-based text followed the guidelines provided by Deighton et 

al. (1989). The narrator also identifies himself and makes use of the first person 

throughout the text. The created story-based text provided temporal arrangement of 

events (Stern et al., 1998), synthesises the experiences of multiple previous students 
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and highlights the living experience of alumni in the country especially its “easy to 

live” character. The draft text was then checked and edited by a professional native 

English script writer (see chapter 4) Both texts are subsequently presented to subjects 

on a PGC website, where the recruitment intention of the communicator is self-evident. 

In the argument-based content the purpose of the text is very evident while in the story-

based content this is implied between the lines and the attempt to convince readers is 

more subtle. 

Table 3.3 Textual content used for the four studies 

Text used for studies Source 
Study  1 Consumption stories Extracted from TripAdvisor 

Study 2 Long consumption story about 
a Smart TV (>144 words) Professional scriptwriter 

Study 2 Long argumentative and 
technical review (>144 words) Extracted from TechRadar 

Study 2 /3 Short consumption story about 
a Smart TV (<144 words) Professional scriptwriter 

Study 2 /3 Short argumentative and 
technical review (<144 words) Extracted from TechRadar 

Study 4 Alumni story-based text 
Narrated by a student 
recruiter/Scriptwriter/English 
literature tutor 

Study 4 Website argumentative-based 
text 

Extracted from a European 
University Website 

3.8 Quality criteria 

3.8.1 Reliability 

Hair et al. (2011) posit that a measurement instrument is reliable if repeated application 

of the measure leads to similar results and if the scores are independent of the researcher 

situation and point-in-time. In quantitative research repeated measurement of the same 

respondents using the same scale and device under identical conditions is the ideal test 

for reliability. However, due to multiple limitations this is not always possible, and 

reliability can also be tested by using Cronbach alpha (Cronbach, 1951; Nunnally, 

1978). In fact, all the scales used for this research were investigated for reliability using 

this method to determine whether acceptable Cronbach alpha scores of values greater 

than .70 were achieved. (Nunnally, 1978). The measures used were adopted from 

previous studies and were pretested before they were employed. Since the online 

experiments undertaken demanded the reading of a sizeable piece of text by subjects, 
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the reading time employed was recorded to ascertain that subjects actually read the text 

provided before they answered the questionnaire provided. Incomplete questionnaires 

and replies from subjects that according to logical rational calculations did not read the 

entire text were eliminated.  

It is more difficult to determine and measure reliability in qualitative studies. In such 

studies the same researcher must assign similar interpretations at different times and 

hence consistency may be difficult to achieve (Hair et al., 2011). In fact, in the case of 

the qualitative investigation in study 1, content analysis software was used to minimize 

researcher bias (Penn-Edwards, 2010). As discussed previously, Riff et al. (2014) refer 

to this type of content analysis as quantitative content analysis and describe it as a 

systematic approach which follows rules, that in essence remain consistent throughout 

the whole process.  

Finally, in the case of study 4, a field experiment was chosen for multiple reasons. Apart 

from lowering the risk of common method variance bias, the nature of the key construct 

under study which consists of website stickiness was taken into consideration 

(Rindfleisch et al., 2008). The use of a field experiment completely eliminated the risk 

of response bias. Google Analytics is used as a measurement tool over a period of time 

since these provide an accurate reflection of real-time metrics of website stickiness.  

3.8.2 Internal Validity 

Hair et al. (2011) refers to internal validity as the degree to which a measurement tool 

measures what it intends to measure. In manual content analysis the researcher is the 

measuring instrument (Stone, Dunphy & Smith, 1966). This could possibly lead to 

validity problems and ideally the researcher should employ triangulation of data (Hair 

et al., 2011). In study 1, which explores the satisfaction language used on online 

reviews, content analysis and lexical analysis software that have prediction potential 

(Short & Palmer, 2008) are used. The analyses are unbiased as the researcher 

interpretation is not part of the equation and therefore triangulation is not required in 

this case.  

The questionnaires used in studies 2 and 3 were tested for internal validity. Exploratory 

factor analysis in a confirmatory mode provide evidence of acceptable KMO values. 
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The results of the unrotated factor solution indicate the presence of multiple factors, 

thus providing support for the absence of common method bias resulting for the 

measures used (Podsakoff et al., 2003) while the rotated factor matrix provides support 

for discriminant and convergent validity. Lisrel 9.30 was used to conduct the CFA for 

studies 2 and 3 and in both cases this provided good fit model statistics with acceptable 

RMSEA,CFI, NFI, NNFI and RMR scores. (See Studies 2 and 3 for more information) 

Study 4 uses Google Analytics as a tool to measure website stickiness over a period of 

time. This metric does not have any validity issues. The approach in this study consists 

of a field experiment and website stickiness is being observed through a real-time 

backend measure which provides a mirror reflection of user activity. 

3.8.3 Generalisability 

In qualitative research generalizability is often describe as empirical generalisation. 

This allows for empirical findings to be assumed to reflect the behaviour of the 

population beyond the sample of that study. (Ritchies & Lewis, 2010). This research 

adopts NPT to marketing and uses it to propose a conceptual model that is later tested 

in Chapter 4. It tests NPT, in different contexts, using different methodologies. 

Theoretical generalization involves the generation of theoretical concepts that are of 

wider or universal application (Ritchies & Lewis, 2010). Such broader theoretical 

generalisation comes with replication of the studies undertaken. Therefore, any 

generalisation of the findings in this research to other populations beyond those 

considered must be done with caution. 
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Chapter 4 

Empirical Studies 

This chapter includes four empirical studies. Study 1 analyses RQ1 and RQ2, whilst 

the other studies analyse a research question each using different methodological 

approach. As shown in Chapter 3, different research methods for collecting and 

analysing data, from different sources, were used to address the five research questions. 
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4.1 STUDY 1 – Customer satisfaction stories: An investigation of TripAdvisor 

reviews of fine dining restaurants in Stockholm. 

4.1.1 Contextual background 

It is said that the first modern restaurant as we know it today, offering food, wine and 

other services, originated in France with a sign that read “Boulanger sells restoratives 

fit for the gods” (Montagné et al., 1938). Initially, restaurants relied exclusively on 

pass-by traffic and word-of-mouth communication to attract customers, but with the 

rise of mass media, restaurants could also employ advertising and independent 

consumer reports and reviews in print media. The development of the internet and Web 

2.0 has facilitated and further enhanced marketing communication possibilities. Web 

2.0, has provided a platform for social media applications that facilitate interaction 

between individuals and entities (Berthon et al., 2012). It has given rise to UGC that is 

particularly important for business, such as restaurants, that depend considerably on 

patron experience narratives as expressed in reviews. When, in 2006, Time magazine 

nominated “you” as the personality of the year, it was recognizing the inception of UGC 

and acknowledging the contribution of web users who narrate their experiences, 

thoughts and opinions via social media platforms. As in the case of traditional word-of 

mouth, reviews narrating experiences have high credibility among customers (Bateson 

&Hoffman, 1999; Ogden, 2001) and can be distinguished from business advertising 

because they are not paid for (Stern 1994).  

Today, TripAdvisor is a major UGC platform that is ranked globally as the second 

largest travelling website (Alexa.com). It is a major provider of UGC opportunities and 

contains 365 million review narratives for more than 6.6 million businesses out of 

which 4.1 million are for restaurants. Its importance is reflected in the fact that more 

than 85% of the questions asked on its English language forums are replied to within 

24 hours (TripAdvisor fact sheet, 2016). Restaurant reviews appearing on TripAdvisor 

allow customers not only to share their opinion with other site users but also enables 

them to provide an overall satisfaction rating score on a 5-point scale for the particular 

restaurant that is being reviewed. Transforming reviews into trustworthy sources of 

eWOM can significantly influence the decisions of other customers (Lange-Faria & 

Elliot, 2012; Rieh 2010). Personal experience narratives in reviews on social media 

channels can also influence purchasing behaviour and customers’ choice as to places to 
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visit (Adams, 2012). Indeed, in 2013, the Digital Tourism Think Tank, observed that in 

the travel industry, over 80% of people were influenced by the review of others in 

making their decisions.  

This study commences by describing and discussing the rise and importance of UGC 

and argues that restaurant reviews on TripAdvisor represent experience narratives of 

customer satisfaction about a particular service performance encounter experienced. 

The literature on customer satisfaction and its conceptualisation are then considered 

and the distinction between encounter and overall satisfaction is highlighted. It is 

argued that UGC on TripAdvisor result from encounter customer satisfaction which 

when shared results in eWOM. This study investigates the content of experience 

narratives for restaurant reviews and their ratings, as posted on TripAdvisor, to identify 

themes and concepts that are used by customers to relate their customer satisfaction 

experience and whether the content used exhibits different levels of narrative force. 

Data are scraped from the entire list of 94 fine dining restaurants in Stockholm available 

on TripAdvisor, consisting of 9650 English language reviews, composed of 8494 (4 and 

5 bubbles rated) positive reviews, 662 (3 bubbles rated) moderate reviews and 494 (1 

and 2 bubbles rated) negative customer satisfaction reviews. The specialised lexical 

analyses software, Leximancer and Diction are respectively employed to investigate 

differences in content and narrative force for the three groups of rated reviews. Results 

are presented, implications are discussed whilst limitations and directions for future 

research are indicated in Chapter 5.  

4.1.2 Literature review 

4.1.3 User generated content on TripAdvisor as stories of consumer 

satisfaction  

Several authors have looked at UGC in the context of restaurants and TripAdvisor. 

Zhang et al. (2010) note that unlike restaurant reviews provided by magazine editors, 

consumer reviews of restaurants on UGC sites are positively associated with online 

popularity, while Kim et al. (2016) report that the quantity of online customer reviews 

has a significant positive impact on restaurant performance. Pantelidis (2010) content 

analysed 2471 customer comments from three hundred restaurants in London on an 

online restaurant guide and provided a clear description of the main factors that 
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customers seek at a restaurant. Others have performed content analysis of destination 

image websites (e.g., Choi, Lehtoa & Morrison, 2007). Customer engagement through 

online reviews has been found to boost trust, loyalty, brand evaluations and reputation 

(So, King & Sparks, 2014; Pantelidis, 2010). Moreover, trust in a review influences 

consumers' intention to follow other users' advice and to foster positive word-of-mouth 

(Filieri, Alguezaui & McLeay, 2015). Van Laer et al. (2018) looked at reviews on 

Tripadvisor and analysed the text to investigate the extent to which the reviews tell a 

story. They developed a computerised technique that tests for the degree of storytelling 

and found out the reviews that have better developed characters and events, that follow 

a temporal order are more engaging and persuasive.   

Restaurant reviews on TripAdvisor represent narrations of customer satisfaction stories 

about a particular service performance encounter experienced by customers. Deighton 

(1992, p. 362) defines performance as “the thing that give rise to a consumption 

experience” where performances are the raw material for building consumer experience 

stories and where a “story acts as a cognitive organiser for fragments of experience” 

(Deighton, 1992, p. 368; Bruner, 1990; Fisher, 1987). Each narrated experience, 

irrespective of its length, provides insight into the way that consumers make sense of 

their experiences. Indeed, Twitchell (2004) notes that a good story can be 

communicated even in two sentences.  

Human beings make use of a story-based structure whenever they feel, act and decide 

(Sarbin,1986). Escalas (2004b) considers story-based structure as a framework used by 

customers to give meaning to their experiences. Put simply stories make it possible for 

people to understand and interpret their surroundings (Gretzel et al., 2006) because 

human beings and stories are intertwined. Fisher (1984; 1985; 1987; 1989) who 

proposed NPT refers to people as ‘homo narans’. He claims that storytelling is more 

influential than rational argumentation because human nature is story based. His 

paradigm moved away from the previous notion that people are rational thinkers and 

believe only what is logic-driven or rational. He observes that since humans are 

reflective, they impart stories and use the basis of these stories to judge other stories 

they encounter. He argues that humans are essentially storytellers that store and retrieve 

experiences from memory in the form of stories (Fisher 1984; Weick 1995). People use 

stories to narrate their understanding and to give meaning to the experiences that they 
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encounter (Woodside et al., 2008). In fact, much of the social information that people 

attain in their life is communicated to them through stories (Adaval & Wyer, 1989). 

Not surprisingly, therefore, humans prefer to think narratively rather than 

argumentatively (Weick, 1995); they also prefer to spend time reading or listening to 

stories since these facilitate engagement (Devkishin et al., 2013).  

In stories of consumption, brands, products and experiences play both central and 

peripheral roles in describing customer satisfaction (Woodside et al., 2008). When 

posting UGC, consumers consciously or unconsciously turn themselves into advocates 

and provide important information not just to other consumers but also to marketers 

who can make use of this information. UGC posted to TripAdvisor as reviews 

represents free customer satisfaction stories describing the consumption experiences of 

customers. These narratives are amassed by firms and provide a useful source of 

information to customers about the products and services that these firms can provide.  

4.1.4 Customer satisfaction expressed through consumption stories 

Customer satisfaction is a frequently examined topic in many businesses and the 

restaurant industry is no exception (e.g., Saad Andaleeb & Conway, 2006). Olivier 

(1981, p. 27) defines customer satisfaction as “the summary psychological state 

resulting when the emotion surrounding dis/confirmed expectations is coupled with the 

consumer’s prior feelings about the consumption experience”. Tse and Wilton (1988, 

p. 204) define it as “the consumer’s response to the evaluation of the perceived

discrepancy between prior expectations (on some other norm of performance) and the

actual performance of the product/service as perceived after its consumption”. These

definitions suggest that customer satisfaction is at least partially dependent on the

characteristics of the customer and that expectations affect the way a customer rates the

product offering. Customer satisfaction at restaurants are influenced by the

characteristics and expectations of individual customers (Hsiao Yu-Hsiang et al., 2016)

based on their evaluation of what they experienced and what they expected in terms of

food, wine and service quality. The experience narratives as expressed in reviews on

social media also give rise to expectations.

The offering of restaurants varies considerably. TripAdvisor reviews indicate, that 

patrons have different expectations of a restaurant. Yüksel and Yüksel (2003) highlight 
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the existence of different segments of restaurant satisfaction seekers and identify ten 

different groups. Service features are the most sought-after factor, followed by product 

(which in this case is food and wine), menu diversity, hygiene, convenience and 

location, noise, service speed and finally price and value. Facilities and atmosphere 

were the two attributes with the least significant scores. Food and service are the 

principal significant determinants of restaurant image and important drivers of 

customer satisfaction (Getty & Getty, 2003; Ryu, Li & Kim, 2012; Saad Andaleeb and 

Conway, 2006).  

In looking at customer satisfaction, Bitner and Hubbert (1994) make a useful point by 

distinguishing between encounter customer satisfaction and overall customer 

satisfaction. Encounter satisfaction occurs with a specific encounter whereas overall 

satisfaction is based on multiple encounter experiences. It can be argued that UGC on 

TripAdvisor reflect encounter customer satisfaction which when shared results in 

eWOM. Ultimately, positive WOM recommendations from satisfied friends, family, 

and colleagues have a significant impact on sales and other WOM (Kim, Ng & Kim, 

2009; Ranaweera & Prabhu 2003; Yüksel & Yüksel, 2002). Rather than collect 

customer satisfaction via standard questionnaires, this research seeks to understand how 

customers articulate their customer experiences by analysing the UGC posted on 

TripAdvisor 

RQ1: What are the themes and concepts used by reviewers expressing differing 

customer satisfaction when posting UGC? 

4.1.5 Narrative force and ratings linked to customer satisfaction reviews 

Besides allowing customers to post UGC to TripAdvisor in the form of reviews, the site 

also allows customers to provide a rating from 1 to 5 of their experience. TripAdvisor’s 

stories in the form of reviews and their related ratings reflect different levels of 

customer satisfaction – they can be positive (4 or 5 bubbles), moderate (3 bubbles) or 

negative (1 or 2 bubbles). The literature provides conflicting evidence as to which of 

the different levels of rating scores are most helpful (Mudambi & Schuff, 2010; 

Schindler & Bickart, 2012). Ahluwalia et al. (2000) hold that readers prefer reviews 

with low or negative score ratings because they are perceived as diagnostic, hence more 

useful. Similarly, Hao et al. (2009) note that positive reviews are less helpful than 
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negative ones because they are less detailed. However, Mudambi and Schuff (2010) 

who look at Amazon products note that the type of product moderates the effect of score 

ratings on the helpfulness of a review. They point out that for experiential products 

were the consumption story tends to be more subjective, reviews with moderate ratings 

are considered more helpful than reviews with extreme ratings. They also report that 

product ratings and review helpfulness are associated with each other. However, Li and 

Hitt (2008) argue that readers determine the helpfulness of a review from the 

persuasiveness of that review thereby suggesting that perceived helpfulness is closely 

related to review persuasiveness.  

Researchers in different disciplines, that include: legal studies (Pennington, 1991, Yale, 

2013), communication studies (Fisher, 1987), and consumer behaviour (Green, 2004) 

have all looked at stories as potential persuasive tools. Adams (2015) holds that the 

persuasion potential of a story can also be referred to as the narrative force. This 

research also seeks to investigate narrative force, which is defined as: the 

persuasiveness force exerted on readers of consumption stories. The literature provides 

conflicting evidence about the usefulness and narrative force of rating scores. We 

therefore ask: 

RQ2: Does the narrative force resulting from reviews posted as UGC differ by 

declared customer satisfaction ratings? 

4.1.6 Methodology 

TripAdvisor is a UGC site that has a well-established reputation and many customers 

turn to it before making a restaurant choice, especially in visiting one that they have not 

previously been to. Globally it is the most visited restaurant review website when 

compared to the other review websites (Alexa.com). For this study TripAdvisor is a 

particularly useful UGC consumer portal as it provides reviews about each restaurant 

together with a customer satisfaction rating score on a 5-point scale for each of the 

reviews shown. It also provides readers with the option to vote as to whether a review 

is helpful or not. 

The Scandinavian restaurants chosen for this research came from the TripAdvisor list 

of fine dining restaurants in Stockholm. The city is recognised as having a diverse food 
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scene that extends “From a Michelin-starred sushi bar to an eerie Tim Burton-esque 

twenty-course grotto restaurant (and it) is a city that’s more than cemented its position 

on the global food map” (Savage, 2018). Data was collected from TripAdvisor by 

scraping all the existing English-language reviews available for fine dining restaurants 

in Stockholm. To do so the powerful scarping tool called Webharvy, was employed 

during the first 20 days of October 2018. A total of 9650 reviews were scrapped from 

the entire list of 94 restaurants accorded a four-dollar sign indicating the highest 

possible price according to TripAdisor’s language. The 9650 reviews collected 

consisted of 8,494 (4 and 5 bubbles rated) positive reviews, 662 (3 bubbles rated) 

moderate reviews and 494 (1 and 2 bubbles rated) negative customer satisfaction 

reviews. Descriptive statistics for the data collected are shown in Table 4.1. A cursory 

look at this table suggests that negative reviews on TripAdvisor are perceived more 

helpful than positive ones as they proportionally receive a higher number of votes for 

helpfulness.  

Table 4.1 Descriptive statistics for the data collected 

Review 
Rating 

(Bubbles) 

Customer 
Satisfaction Group 

Number 
of 

Reviews 

Average 
Word 
Count 

Votes 
for 

Helpful 
Review 

Helpful 
votes to 
Number 

of reviews 
% 

1 and 2 Negative 1 494 103.33 796 161.1 

3 Moderate 2 662 90.12 328 49.5 

4 and 5 Positive 3 8494 70.03 2228 26.2 

In order to answer the research questions in this study, two content analysis tools –

Leximancer and Diction, were used on the data scraped from TripAdvisor. Leximancer 

has been used in research studies to explore various topics that include analysis of 

educational based pathology case notes (Watson, Smith & Watter, 2005); political 

statements (McKenna & Waddell, 2007); travels blogs (Tseng et al., 2015); academic 

journal abstracts (Cretchley et al., 2010); online reactions and conversations about 

consumer-generated ad stories (Campbell et al., 2011); online advertisements of luxury 

brands (Reyneke, Pitt & Berthon, 2011) and online consumer reviews (Robson et al., 

2013). 
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Leximancer looks at conceptual analysis and relational analysis (Weber, 1990). In 

conceptual analysis, text is measured for the occurrence and frequency of concepts. 

These concepts can be words or definitions, such as groups of words that travel together 

throughout the text to form a concept. Leximancer, defines concepts (i.e. the set of 

weighted terms) by automatically learning the definition from the text itself. It codes 

and constructs a thesaurus list of closely related words associated with concepts by 

using word frequency counts and providing the count of concepts (Cretchley et al., 

2010). Concept seed words represent the starting point for the definition of such 

concepts, with each concept definition containing one or more seeds. They are called 

seeds as they represent the starting point of the concept, with more terms being added 

to the definition through learning (Leximancer manual). On the other hand, relational 

analysis captures how the identified concepts are related to each other within a 

document or piece of text to form themes. Leximancer is a reliable tool as it avoids 

human bias and provides the possibility for qualitative interpretation of text. It 

undertakes these analyses by measuring the frequency and relations of concepts found 

within the document. This is done automatically, and results are provided visually in 

the form of conceptual maps together with numerical data that can be exported and used 

for further analyses.  

Diction version 7 is a computer-aided text analysis program for determining the tone of 

a verbal message. Diction has been used in political campaigns to predict US 

presidential election results (Lowry & Naser, 2010); in strategic management to analyse 

the verbal tone of mission statements (Short & Palmer, 2007); and by leadership (Bligh, 

Kohles & Meindl, 2004) and accounting researchers (Wisniewski & Yekini, 2015).  

Diction searches a passage for five general features as well as thirty-five sub-features. 

It can process a variety of English language texts using a 10,000-word corpus and user-

created custom dictionaries. Output options include raw totals, standardized scores, 

word counts and percentages, thereby providing the user a variety of ways of 

understanding the text that has been processed. Diction recognises narratives as vivid 

descriptions of people’s activities at some particular time and place and identifies a 

custom variable which is also referred to as narrative force. Diction makes it possible 

to measure narrative force or persuasiveness potential of textual content by analysing 

the text for discourse that is normally associated with narrative force.  
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4.1.7 Results and discussion 

The collected reviews were classified according to the basic characteristic (Cao et al., 

2011) which in this case was the bubble rating each reviewer provided. This approach 

was similar to a study by Hart (2015), who created Diction, who also classified content 

according to basic characteristics (in his case genre to distinguish different pieces of 

text. Table 4.1 shows a predominance of positive reviews. These findings are in line 

with results from previous studies (Potts, 2010; Jurafsky et al., 2014). Thus, Jurafsky 

et al. (2014), who cite Boucher and Osgood (1969), hold that a positive skew is 

consistent with a bias toward positivity in language. 

To address RQ1 use is made of Leximancer software that groups concepts into themes 

and generates a two-dimensional map (Martin & Rice, 2007, p. 192). Leximancer “does 

not apply word frequency or coding of terms and phrases but works with its own 

algorithm to analyse the meaning within text (Tseng et al., 2015). Concepts that 

frequently travel and appear together attract one another strongly, and so tend to settle 

near one another in map space. The themes aid interpretation by grouping the clusters 

of concepts. Concepts are shown as dots and themes as circles on the resultant maps.  

Themes take their name from the most frequent and connected concept within a circle 

while size and colour scales of circles indicate the importance of the concept in the text 

(Cretchley et al., 2010, p.194). In terms of colour scale, red is considered as the most 

important.  

The data collected for each restaurant consist of three groups according to the bubble-

rating of each review where Group 1 (1 and 2 bubbles) can be considered as poorly 

satisfied customers; group 2 (3 bubbles) are moderately satisfied and group 3 (4 and 5 

bubbles) can be considered as highly satisfied reviewers.  

 (The three sets of data for all the restaurants under study were analysed separately 

using Leximancer and the counts for the identified main themes used are shown in Table 

4.2. These are reflected in more detail in the resultant conceptual maps shown in Figures 

4.1 a, b, and c. Themes are considered as the most dominant and influential factors that 

affect customers when they provide a positive, negative or a moderate review. The three 

Figures provide a clear indication of how the different themes used relate to each other 

to describe restaurants that provided different levels of customer satisfaction.  



93	|	P a g e

Table 4.2 Counts of themes in reviews by customer satisfaction ratings groups 

Positive Negative Moderate 
Themes Hits Themes  Hits Themes Hits 

food 7382 restaurant 866 service 807 
restaurant 7249 food 669 restaurant 766 

menu 4751 waiter 777 food 635 
experience 1680 service 704 price 273 

nice 3153 ordered 399 Stockholm 232 
Sweden 1794 dishes 267 menu 225 

best 2424 asked 94 place 171 
dinner 1827 better 80 course 150 
table 987 Evening 69 wine 63 

dining 902 dining 55 table 90 
main 355 dish 84 taste 54 
list 291 quality 73 interior 51 

reservation 283 expensive 68 expectations 42 

The results in Figure 4.1a suggest that the most important themes (bold italics text used) 

that customers use when expressing their satisfaction and providing positive customer 

reviews are: food, restaurant, Sweden, menu, list (which is connected to wine), 

experience, main, nice, dinner, reservation and table. All themes, other than 

reservation, have multiple concepts (shown in italics) and are also related to each other. 

Most of the concepts related to food travel along the text with adjective concepts such 

as nice, amazing, excellent and wonderful. There appears to be a strong connection 

between food and service, but service is considered as one of the concepts of the food 

theme and not a separate theme by itself. The map in Figure 4.1a also reveals a pathway 

between the restaurant concept and the adjective concepts of old and bar. The former 

might suggest that the older restaurants may have a stronger influence on customer 

satisfaction than the newer ones, whilst the latter sheds some light on the importance 

of having a good bar. The link between the concepts of menu and wine and between 

wine and food indicate the importance of having a good wine list complementing the 

menu. It is interesting to note that reviewers relate fish dishes to Sweden indicating that 

fish is considered as one of the sought-after typical dishes of Sweden. Finally, this map 

shows that fine-dining customers consider dining in restaurant as an experiential 

product evidenced by a strong pathway between the concepts experience and food that 

is also indirectly connected to service. As expected, food and service play a major role 
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in the final overall level of customer satisfaction rating of these restaurants. 

Figure 4.1b indicates that when customers are narrating negative consumption 

experiences, they appear to adopt a markedly different approach. The main themes in 

this scenario are in fact different (see Table 4.2 and Figure 4.1b). Although the food 

theme remains an important one, the map also highlights new themes such as expensive 

and better that are not encountered in the case of positive reviews. Indeed, the figure 

shows a direct link between the concepts better and price suggesting that the offering 

was not considered worth the price paid. The themes of service and food are again 

strongly connected, but this time service emerges as a theme on its own, linked to the 

concept bad. There is also an interesting link between the concepts of atmosphere and 

service, which might indicate that a nice atmosphere influences the expectations of 

service. The emergence of the theme waiter which exhibits the third highest count in 

Table 4.2, after restaurant and food, suggests that fine dining costumers who exhibit 

negative satisfaction express their irritation by finding fault with waiters. The 

disappointment with service appears to be related to delays (time is a principal concept 

in the waiter theme), tables and dinner. This map also supports the link between fish 

and dishes provided by fine dining restaurants in Stockholm and the relevance of wine 

and drinks to food. 

Figure 4.1c for customers exhibiting moderate levels of customer satisfaction and 

scoring their experience as a 3, confirms the importance of service to satisfaction. 

Indeed, service with its strong red colour emerges as the most important theme and the 

pathways between service and interior and the link to atmosphere confirms the 

relationship between the two. Price indicates an indirect link to food through average 

food that suggests that better quality food was expected for the price paid. This map 

also suggests that there are strong expectations from Stockholm fine restaurants. This 

is possibly due to the high prices that can be expected to be paid at such restaurants. 

The experience concept is always present with a pathway to restaurant signifying that 

customers chose the restaurants in search of an experience. 
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Figure 4.1a Main themes and concepts used by customers providing positive 
customer satisfaction reviews for fine dining restaurants in Stockholm  
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Figure 4.1b Main themes and concepts by customers providing negative customer 
satisfaction reviews for fine dining restaurants in Stockholm  
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Figure 4.1c Main themes and concepts used by customers providing moderate 
customer satisfaction reviews for fine dining restaurants in Stockholm  

To investigate RQ2 use was made of the Diction software. Since the software could not 

handle all the reviews individually from one file the Diction was used to analyse the 

three categories of each restaurant (Negative, Moderate and Positive). Restaurants not 

having at least one review in each category were eliminated. This resulted to a group 

of 40 restaurants. Narrative force was calculated in line with the suggested equation 

provided in the Diction software manual where narrative force = Embellishment + 
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Motion + Human Interest + Temporal Terms + Spatial Terms. Mean results are 

reported in Table 4.3 which also shows the results of the ANOVA analyses. The results 

show a statistically significant difference in the mean scores for narrative force among 

the three satisfaction groups. Post-hoc comparison using the Tukey HSD test indicated 

that the mean score for Group 1 is significantly different from that of Group 3 but not 

significantly different from Group 2 - See Table 4.4. These results indicate that, there 

is no difference in narrative force when the customer satisfaction is rated as moderate 

or negative but narrative force is weaker for reviews from customers with positive 

levels of satisfaction 

Table 4.3 ANOVA test for differences in means for narrative force by reviewer 
satisfaction scores  

Satisfaction 
rating 
group 

Number of 
Restaurants Mean Std. 

Deviation 
Std. 

Error F Effect 
size Sig 

Narrative Forcea

1c 40 50.49 1.59 0.25 18.86 0.24b 0.00* 
2 40 49.72 2.15 0.34 
3 40 47.68 2.50 0.39 

Total 120 49.30 2.41 0.22 
*The mean level is significant at 0.05 level
a In providing the computation for narrative force, the scores of the variables in the formula were first standardized
and 50 was added to the total scores to eliminate negative scores
b According to Cohen (1988, p. 284-7) an effect size of 0.14 or higher is considered as a large effect
c Group 1 – negative reviews, Group 2 – moderate reviews, Group 3 -positive reviews

Table 4.4 Post-hoc Tukey HSD test for differences in means for narrative force by 
reviewer satisfaction scores 

Satisfaction 
Rating 
Groups 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. 
Error Sig. 95% Confidence 

Interval 

Narrative force 
1a 2 0.77 0.47 0.23 -0.35 1.90 
1 3 2.81* 0.47 0.00 1.69 3.93 
2 3 2.04* 0.47 0.00 0.91 3.16 

*The mean level is significant at the 0.05 level.
a Group 1 – negative review, Group 2 – moderate reviews, Group 3 – positive reviews.

This study treats the reviews on TripAdvisor as consumption stories narrated by 
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consumers who have experienced different levels of customer satisfaction. The reviews 

analysed were in English and are assumed to predominantly be from tourists who 

visited one of 94 fine dining restaurants in Stockholm. Irrespective of their length, these 

reviews are essentially stories that are influenced by customers’ encounter satisfaction. 

RQ1 used Leximancer to identify contrasting themes, concepts and linkages that were 

reflected in the reviews posted on TripAdvisor, grouped according to the ratings of 

customer satisfaction provided for the entire 9650 reviews considered. Stern et al. 

(1998) demonstrate the importance of narratology as a tool to analyse consumption 

narratives. These stories possess literacy elements that include the plot which follows 

a chronological pattern, the main character (who in this case is the narrator and his or 

her companions), time, place and language. The elements follow a structure plan that 

commences at the point of the reservation and proceeds to a final comparison of the 

experience to expectations. The Leximancer software was used to analyse three groups 

of reviews that reflected the customer satisfaction rating that reviewers provide. The 

results show that reviewers use different themes and concepts to communicate their 

different levels of satisfaction. Positive reviews tend to follow a temporal order with 

consumers first giving details about how they reserved their table. They then provide 

information about the atmosphere and the location of the table in the restaurant. 

Consumers proceed to relate their dining experience and conclude by also referring to 

their expectations. Similarly, in negative reviews, themes such as ordered, asked, and 

evening all signify a sense of chronology which is leading to the most important act of 

consuming the food. However, in negative reviews there is the introduction of the 

theme waiter - a character that is not encountered when consumption stories take a 

positive stance. Waiter is associated with time, possibly indicating undesired delays 

that lead to complaints about the service. In fact, in negative reviews, service emerges 

as a separate theme from food indicating that when satisfaction is poor, customers 

distinguish clearly between service and food offered. The literacy elements discussed 

are also evident in the reviews that receive a moderate satisfaction rating. Themes such 

as place, interior, taste and expectations and pathways of their concepts again give an 

impression of chronology. The patrons are not just narrating their experience of the 

consumption of food but also taking note of the atmosphere and the location whilst also 

revealing their expectations.  
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It is interesting to note that for moderate and low levels of satisfaction, the story 

narratives provided by customers tend to take a more rational approach. In both these 

two categories of reviews the theme price and better appears in the centre of the map. 

This suggests that for the price and quality of the restaurant under review, better is 

expected by customers. Restaurant reputation and high prices raises expectations and if 

the food is not particularly great, satisfaction is poor or moderate. 

A careful investigation of the map output from the Leximancer analysis suggests a list 

of elements that fine dining restaurants in Stockholm, and possibly elsewhere, should 

take note of and consider in seeking to improve their customer satisfaction. These are 

summarised in Table 4.5.  

Table 4.5 Sustaining customer satisfaction at fine dining restaurants in 
Stockholm 

Key findings 
• Customers appear to associate Stockholm with fish dishes
• Customers seek fine dining restaurants for dinner rather than for

lunch. They often mention dinner and evening in their stories.
• Customers are annoyed when waiters take long to acknowledge

their presence and take their order
• Customer are upset when waiters are unfriendly.
• Customers perceive dinning at a restaurant as an experience which

starts at the moment the reservation is made.
• When satisfied customers praise the food, but when unsatisfied

they complain about the service more than they do about the food.
• Atmosphere of the restaurant is linked to service, suggesting that a

nice atmosphere leads to high service expectations.
• Old is related to positive reviews, indicating that older restaurants

may have an edge over others.
• Prices, ‘old’, atmosphere and views of Stockholm raise the

expectations of both service and food.
• Wine is strongly associated with both service and food indicating

that a good wine list is expected at fine dining restaurants.

In RQ2, this study also introduces and considers the concept of narrative force that 

focusses on persuasiveness potential which has been operationalised in a way that can 

be measured via Diction from the analyses of the text of the reviews collected. The 

narrative force results reveal that the verbal tone of posted reviews varies by the level 

of reported satisfaction. Therefore, put simply, the words used can predict if the 
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storyteller is narrating a negative or positive customer satisfaction experience. 

Interestingly, the Diction results across the three customer satisfaction groups indicate 

that narrative force is at its highest when the posted reviews are for moderate and 

negative levels of customer satisfaction. It appears that in these circumstances, rational 

elements predominate which suggests that this aspect merits further investigation. The 

ability to compute narrative force via an assessment of a piece of text also means that 

anyone intending to publish content online can first employ Diction to assess its 

narrative force. 

TripAdvisor provides the option allowing readers to indicate the helpfulness of reviews. 

As part of the data collection process this data was also collected and appears in Table 

4.1. This shows that the total number of perceived helpfulness votes in proportion to 

the total number of reviews is higher for negative reviews as opposed to positive 

reviews which suggest that readers perceive negative reviews as being more helpful. 

This supports earlier reported findings by Hao et al. (2009) who also find negative 

reviews to be more helpful.  
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4.2 - Study 2 - Keep it short and sweet: The role of content length and type of 
online review on narrative believability and purchase intention  

4.2.1 Contextual background 

When customers visit an electronics store to purchase a laptop, tablet or smart TV, they 

are often greeted by a knowledgeable salesperson who provides them with an endless 

list of technical specifications. Many products found in electronic stores represent 

‘search goods’ that see the customer search for information about prior to purchase. 

The rise of Web 2.0 has seen customers increasingly searching online rather than 

visiting electronic stores. However, many of the online reviews posted by marketers are 

written by experts who focus on the technical specifications of the product. These are 

intended to provide a technical and argument-based basis for comparing competing 

products, ostensibly allowing customers to make an objective purchase decision.  

The Content Marketing Institute (MCcoy, 2016) claims that marketers strive to use 

online content that is seen as having a strategic role and defined as seeking to create 

and distribute valuable, to drive profitable customer action (Beets & Hardley, 2018). 

While the value of actual expenditure on content marketing in Europe is not easy to 

come by, the expenditure on content marketing in 2014 reportedly reached around 740 

million Euro. This is predicted to increase to 2.12 billion Euro by 2020 (Statista 

Research Department, 2017). However, consumers have different levels of product 

knowledge and it is questionable whether much of the technical information provided 

about technological products is in fact understandable and useful in decision making. 

Westergaard (2016) observes that although companies spend millions of Euro on 

content, they often fail to realize that much of it is not as effective as they think. Indeed, 

an excess of detailed information leads consumers along confusing purchase paths and 

marketers should therefore keep content as simple as possible with a clear focus on the 

requirements of the targeted audience (Freeman, Spenner & Bird, 2012). The type of 

content that should be provided, however, remains a marketing challenge to many 

businesses seeking to attract customers.  

Not all readers of online reviews are interested in learning about an array of technical 

information about the product on sale. Bettman and Park (1980) note that consumers 
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with high or low product familiarity tend to refuse learning new product information, 

while consumers with a medium product familiarity level are the most open to new 

information. When motivation to learn is low, consumers will not absorb any new 

information (Bettman & Park, 1980; Hoch & Deighton, 1989). Hoch and Deighton 

(1989) distinguish between two different types of learning, namely: learning by 

education, as in advertising, and learning by experience, where the proof of the pudding 

is in the eating. However, they point out that customers also learn from others, and if 

managers could influence what consumers learn from personal acquaintances, they 

would be far more persuasive. It should be noted that their article was written at a time 

when consumers had no access to social media, and therefore had more limited 

possibilities to learn from the consumption experience of others. The advent of Web 

2.0 and proliferation of UGC has changed all this, making it possible for customers to 

post reviews online about a whole array of products and services. This in turn allows 

web users to obtain many useful insights from other, often anonymous, users. Online 

reviews reveal customers’ consumption experiences, which would otherwise not be 

accessible to others. In these reviews, some consumers use the first person and narrate 

their experience in the form of a story, while others adopt a more rational approach and 

seek to employ logic and data to justify their conclusions and suggestions.  

The search for effective online content that possesses persuasive characteristics is a 

major challenge in marketing communication. Ultimately, the purpose of online content 

is to impact the purchase intention of prospective buyers and convince them to buy a 

product instead of another. Fisher (1987; 1989), who proposed the NPT, emphasizes 

the use of storytelling in communication. He notes that experts seek to persuade others 

by adopting a rational approach, often basing their argument on tangible facts and 

figures only. The end result is that they are only understood by other experts. Instead, 

he (1987; 1989) argues for the use of storytelling in persuasive communication as this 

conjures distinctive cognitive processes, which allows the message to be understood by 

anyone. It can therefore influence the beliefs and attitudes of listeners or readers and 

ultimately have a stronger impact on customer persuasion than other types of content 

(Green & Brock 2000). This study supports the position that story-based narratives are 

potentially also more believable than technical and argument-based narratives, even in 

an online context. In line with NPT (Fisher 1987; 1989), it is expected that effectiveness 

can only occur if it is underscored by the perceived ‘truthiness’ of a story (Pennington 
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& Hastie, 1992). We therefore argue that narrative believability is a key driver of 

effective marketing communication. This aspect, however, has received limited 

attention in the marketing communication literature. Therefore, the purpose of our 

study is to consider how textual content of online reviews impact narrative believability 

and purchase intention. To this end, a 2x2 experimental approach was adopted where 

respondents were randomly assigned to four groups. Each group received reviews with 

different content type and length promoting the technological product, smart TVs. 

Following this treatment, subjects were asked to complete a questionnaire measuring 

narrative believability and purchase intention.  

This study will proceed as follows. Next, we discuss a review of the literature, which 

is followed by the methodology. Then, analyses are undertaken and results are reported. 

The implications, limitations and directions for future research are discussed in chapter 

5. 

4.2.2 Literature review 

4.2.3 Content Type 

Keller and Stealin (1987), and more recently Huang et al. (2015), have identified 

information as having two dimensions; qualitative and quantitative. Quality of content 

is a subjective concept that depends on the user’s point of view and includes the writing 

style used (Yaari et al., 2011). The content employed in marketing communications 

requires a decision about the type of content that needs to be employed to influence 

customers. For marketers to be effective, it is necessary to better understand how 

consumer themselves go about communicating. Deighton et al. (1989) provide a useful 

continuum that can help marketers look at online and distinguish between story-based 

and argument-based narratives in online reviews. They hold that argument and drama 

can be considered as two extreme points on a continuum, with plot, characters and 

narrators as the main factors that determine the position of the content on the identified 

spectrum.  

The first characteristic that determines the positioning of a review on the continuum is 

plot. An argument starts to become a story when plot is introduced (Deighton et al., 
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1989). This must follow a chronological order as it progresses toward a goal by 

“providing temporal arrangement of events (what things happen)” (Stern et al., 1998, 

p. 201). The plot leads to a resolution and should provide information about the

narrator’s identity. (Stern et al., 1998). Next, characters are the protagonists or players

who act within the context of the plot. They are distinct from narrators since the role of

the narrator is to address the audience, whilst characters are used to demonstrate human

values (Deighton et al., 1989; Scholes, 1980). These three, plot, characters and

narrators, offer the basis for distinguishing between argument and drama; a story has a

plot, characters and is narrated. Therefore, a review, whether online or offline, can be

considered as a story-based narrative if it follows a plot, has characters and is

communicated by a narrator. On the other hand, a technical and argument-based review

is also narrated but has neither characters nor a plot. The technical and argument-based

review is grounded in facts and numbers and often employs technical information to

highlight the superiority or inferiority of a product’s specifications versus others.

Nevertheless, consumers are creative story builders who make sense of the world 

around them by creating their own stories that are influenced by their cultural and 

individual expectations (Escalas, 2004a). When conveying their experiences to others, 

customers follow a temporal dimension with a clear marking of the beginning, middle 

and end to a story. A good story carries emotional meaning and can be concentrated 

even in just two sentences (Twitchell, 2004). When successful, it can stop rationalising 

and stimulate dreaming. However, not all narrations have the power to “set people on 

fire” (McKee & Fryer, 2003, p. 81).  

NPT (Fisher, 1984; 1985; 1987; 1989) challenged the prevailing belief that technical 

argument-based narratives are more persuasive than story-based ones. It seeks to 

explain how people judge and choose which stories to believe and accept from multiple 

competing narratives. As Fisher (1984; 1985) notes, whenever there is attribution of 

meanings, there are stories. Fisher (1984; 1987) argues that human beings are reflective; 

they impart stories and use the basis of these stories to judge other stories they 

encounter. Therefore, if a story rings true in relation to other subjectively true stories 

that are known from previous life experiences, then it is more likely to be believed. 

Fisher (1989) also holds that human beings store and retrieve experiences in their mind 

in the form of narrations and that the legitimization of a story is influenced by the 
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previous experiences of receivers. Therefore, receivers who pick up a story from a 

storyteller, compare the narrated events to earlier events stored in their memory and 

arrive at their own interpretation of the story. During this process of interpretation, 

information may be deleted or omitted, either consciously or subconsciously, and 

details may be added or changed to complete the story (Delgadillo & Escalas, 2004).  

4.2.4 Content length 

The quantitative side of information is easier to measure as this is related to word and 

page count in the case of text, and minutes in the case of videos (Huang et al., 2015). 

Martin and Sell (1980) report that when the amount of information is either scarce or 

abundant, receivers of the content will find it difficult to process the received 

information and take a decision. Keller and Stealin (1987) contend that, when holding 

the average quality level of the informational environment, decision effectiveness first 

increases and then decreases as the amount of information available increases. There 

are conflicting findings concerning the role of length in content. Thus, Furner, et al. 

(2016) who looked at eWOM for experiential services, hold that there is an inverted U-

shaped relationship between information load and trust and purchase intention. Put 

simply, a low information load does not nurture trust and purchase intention, while a 

moderate information load does. A high information load is preferred to low 

information load, but it is still not as effective as the moderate load in fostering trust 

and purchase intention. Their findings confirmed earlier work by Sicilia and Ruiz 

(2010) but contradict others, such as Muller (1984), who found no decrease in decision 

quality as the information increased. On the other hand, Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) 

report that higher word count on Amazon (see Amazon.com) reviews was positively 

associated with book sales. Indeed, Mudambi and Schuff (2010) report that longer 

reviews about search goods on Amazon are perceived as more helpful when compared 

to experiential products. Therefore, it is sensible to consider whether the product being 

studied is a search or an experiential product.  

Information technology has rendered information overload an issue of great concern 

(Simperl et al., 2010). Information overload is defined “as the notion of receiving too 

much information at any given time such that it exceeds one’s processing capacity” 

(Furner et al., 2016, p. 792). It arises when the receiver believes that the cost of 
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processing is higher than the perceived benefit that the information provides (Agnew 

& Szykman, 2005; Eppler & Mengis, 2004; Furner et al., 2016). Such a situation 

potentially affects the confidence and duration of decision making (Chervany & 

Dickson, 1974; Furner et al., 2016). The increasing overload of information that 

consumers face from multiple online sources also hinders their ability to process and 

comprehend the information provided (Hildon, et al., 2012; Jackson & Farazneh, 2012; 

Park & Lee, 2009). In line with the theory of information overload, when the text of a 

message is too long, readers start to skim through the message instead of reading it 

properly (Jackson and Farzaneh, 2012). Huang et al. (2015), who looked at six different 

products (cell phones, printers, cameras, music players, music CDs and video games), 

sought to investigate what is too long and too short and confirms the earlier finding by 

Mudambi and Schuff (2010) that there is a linear relationship between text length and 

perceived helpfulness. However, this relationship breaks when the review exceeds the 

threshold of 144 words (Huang et al., 2015). 

4.2.5 Narrative believability and purchase intention 

Storytelling is encountered beyond marketing (Deighton & Hoch, 1993; Escalas, 1998; 

Delgadillo & Escalas, 2004a; Wells, 1988) with similar distinctions being drawn in 

psychology (Bruner, 1986), English literature (Scholes, 1980), theology (Goldberg, 

1982), law (Bennett & Feldman, 1981), communication (Fisher, 1984), history (White, 

1980), economics (McCloskey, 1990), public relations (Coombs & Holladay, 2018) 

and as a strategy to promote the knowledge translation of qualitative results 

(Bourbonnais & Michaud, 2018). Prior to 1980s, researchers who investigated decision 

making and persuasive theories often based their work on mathematical models which 

assumed that humans are fully informed, rational, and logical decision makers (e.g., 

Kaplan & Kemmerick, 1974). However, following the realization of the importance of 

story-based narratives as a persuasive tool, research started to take a different path. For 

example, Hastie and Pennington (1992), who considered a legal context, focused on the 

cognitive narrative process which until then had been largely ignored, as well as how 

story-based narratives affect this. Their research provided support for Fisher’s (1984) 

claim that coherence plays a pivotal role in persuasiveness. It also revealed that story-

based narratives that exhibited coherence features, such as completeness, result in a 
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more predictable judgment. They identify narrative coherence, coverage, and 

uniqueness as determinants of how acceptable and believable a story is.  

Yale (2013) builds on the work by Pennington and Hastie (1992) to propose his 

narrative believability concept. His concept addresses what makes narratives seem 

truthful and acceptable to use to help make decisions. He proposes an operationalization 

of narrative believability consisting of two stages. The first stage comprises the two 

dimensions, narrative coverage and narrative coherence. The narrative coherence 

dimension has a second stage that encompasses three sub-dimensions: consistency, 

plausibility and completeness. A story is consistent if it does not contradict itself, or 

conflict with other information that is believed to be true by the receiver. Plausibility 

refers to the perception of the story vis-à-vis other stories or experiences that the 

receiver perceives as habitual. Completeness refers to the perception of the structure of 

the story as being comprehensive. The narrative coverage dimension deals with the 

structure of the story. Put simply, a narrative with low narrative coverage has ‘loose 

ends’ while narratives perceived as having no missing information are considered as 

having high narrative coverage (Yale, 2013, p. 580).  

Yale (2013) uses these dimensions to develop a 12-item narrative believability scale 

for which he provides psychometric support in a series of three research surveys. 

During the investigation of the psychometric properties of the narrative believability 

scale, he provides empirical support for narrative believability as a predictor of final 

verdicts and verdict confidence. He concludes that narrative believability impacts 

decision making, as “research strongly suggests that narrative believability is a 

construct related to narrative acceptance and influence” (Yale, 2013, p. 576). Further, 

he points out that “narratives that are perceived as more believable are more likely to 

influence behaviour compared with less believable narratives” (Yale, 2013, p. 596). In 

the context of the marketing of products, this suggests a link between narrative 

believability and purchase intention.  

Efforts aimed at persuading the consumer, via marketing communication in particular, 

can become more effective with a better understanding of how purchase intention of 

customers are impacted. Purchase intention relates to the willingness of a customer to 

make a purchase in the future. This construct can trace its origins back to behavioral 
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intention, which is a direct precursor to and an effective predictor for actual behaviour 

(Ajzen, 1985; Kalwani & Silk, 1982; Pavlou, 2003; Brown et al., 2003). Purchase 

intention is a fairly simple construct that is often measured with a single item. The body 

of literature on this topic is considerable and various antecedent constructs as well as 

their complex relationships with purchase intention have been considered in marketing. 

These include trust and risk (Aqueveque, 2006; Gefen, Karahanna & Straub, 2003; Lee 

et al.,  2011; Lu et al., 2016); price and value (Chang & Wildt, 1994; Wang, Yeh & 

Liao, 2013); service quality (Choudhury, 2013; King et al., 2016) and brands (Chu, 

Choi & Song, 2005; Lu, Chang & Chang, 2014; Jalilvand & Samiei, 2012; Cobb-

Walgren, Ruble & Donthu, 1995). However, narrative believability and purchase 

intention appear to have received no concurrent attention. In the light of the above, we 

argue that narrative believability and purchase intention are related constructs. We set 

out to investigate the impact that type and length of content have on both narrative 

believability and purchase intention. In doing so, we ask the research question:  

RQ3: What is the impact of different content type and length of online textual 

reviews on narrative believability and purchase intention? 

4.2.6 Methodology 

To address our research, question an experimental approach is adopted, which consists 

of four groups. Each group receives textual reviews with different content and length 

as the treatments (See Appendix 1). A smart TV context is chosen, treatments and 

measures are developed, and subjects are contacted so that data collection can take 

place. 

The product of choice fell on smart TVs because it has become an important multimedia 

device for home entertainment (Jeong & Lee, 2014) and is expected to replace the 

“dumber” TVs in 8 to 10 years’ time (Schofield, 2016). smart TVs have witnessed 

broad adoption by households and increasing sales. In addition, with its broadening 

popularity, online reviews for smart TVs have proliferated online. The market is 

oligopolistic and there are a number of smart TV brands that are, broadly, fairly similar 

with variations in operating systems, features, sound, picture and price. Since smart 
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TVs are generally bought for long-term use, and have hi-tech characteristics, customers 

are likely to gather information about the product before purchasing one. 

The details of the four different treatments used in this study’s experiment are shown 

in Table 4.6. In identifying the first treatment, an authentic technical and argument-

based smart TV review was extracted from the popular technology reviewing website 

TechRadar (see Techradar.com). Techradar reviews have a short summary as an 

introduction followed by sections each dealing with different specifications. Multiple 

technical and argument-based reviews were considered, however the review by Steve 

May (2017) was chosen because according to an expert salesman we consulted, the 

summary in the beginning of the review highlighted the key innovative specifications 

of the reviewed smart TV. The longer version which included the introduction plus the 

subsequent sections about design and connectivity was chosen as long treatment text 

whilst the introduction was used for the short review treatment. Length was determined 

by the word count, which others have indicated serves as a surrogate for review depth 

(Furner et al., 2016; Mudambi & Schuff, 2010). Short and long reviews were 

distinguished using the 144 words threshold proposed by Huang et al. (2015). These 

two selected technical and argument-based reviews were copied into a document, and 

their images and headlines were removed. Therefore, the text remained as it was written 

by the original writer. These resulting long and short technical and argument-based 

review were used as treatment in Groups 1 and 3 respectively (see Table 4.6).  

In addition, two different story-based reviews needed to be created as all the existing 

smart TV reviews followed a technical and argument-based format. To ensure 

objectivity, a professional, English-speaking scriptwriter was commissioned to 

independently write up the two story-based reviews. A set of guidelines based on Stern 

et al. (1998) and Deighton et al. (1989) suggestions, together with copies of the actual 

technical and argument-based reviews identified, were given to the scriptwriter to 

ensure differentiation. In order to increase the external validity of the study, the story-

based reviews sought to reflect similar reviews published online for other electronic 

products. The story-based reviews that resulted from this process followed a temporal 

sequence of events with a clear beginning, middle and end. The length of the long story-

based review was similar to the first technical and argument-based review by May’s 

(2017). In the same way, the length of the short story-based review was similar to the 
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second technical and argument-based review. These two reviews were used as 

treatment in Groups 2 and 4 respectively. All four reviews had more desirable than 

undesirable aspects and the positive recommendation was explicit.  

Four steps were taken to ensure that the four reviews used as treatments were 

sufficiently robust. First, to control for brand preference bias, the word ‘Brand’ was 

used instead of the real name of the smart TV. Second, the two story-based reviews 

were assessed by a panel of three experts who suggested some changes to enhance the 

flow and structure, until the final texts were considered satisfactory. Third, the final 

versions of the four reviews were tested for readability by three marketing 

communications practitioners. Finally, to control for any price effects, each of the four 

treatment reviews included a notice informing subjects ‘that they have been awarded 

an open voucher to purchase a smart TV’.  

Table 4.6 Details of the treatments used in the experiment 

Experiment 1 Experiment 2 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 
N=360 N=82 N=78 N=97 N=103 

Treatment 
Authentic 

technical and 
argument based 

review 1 

Created 
story-based 

review 1 

Authentic 
Technical and 

argument-based 
review 2 

Created 
story-based 

review 2 

Word Count 570 (Long) 577 (Long) 144 (Short) 143 (Short) 
Source TechRadar.com Professional 

script writer 
TechRadar.com Professional 

script writer 

The research design consists of a mixed factorial 2 (technical and argument based/ 

story-based review) x 2 (long/ short) scenario-based experiment design. Subjects were 

randomly assigned to each of the four possible treatments. In recruiting subjects, a web-

based approach was adopted through social media boosted posts targeting a Southern 

European country. Subjects were asked to complete the questionnaire. 

Subjects were then asked whether they search online for reviews on a regular basis and 

96% of the subjects confirmed that they do. Subjects were then requested to complete 

a questionnaire consisting of a total of 16 items. Of these, 13 items sought to capture 

the narrative believability and purchase intention constructs together while a further 
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three items collected data on the demographics for gender, age and education level. 

Narrative believability was measured using the 12-item instrument developed by Yale 

(2013) consisting of two dimensions of coverage and coherence, with the latter 

composed of sub-dimensions for plausibility, consistency and completeness. Purchase 

intention was measured with a single item that asked: “After reading this, how likely is 

it that you would redeem the voucher awarded and follow the recommendation in the 

review?” All 13 items that captured the constructs were accompanied by a 7-point 

Likert-type scale, which for the narrative believability scale ranged from Strongly 

disagree (= 1) to Strongly agree (= 7) while that for purchase intention ranged from 

Most unlikely (= 1) to Most likely (= 7).  

Qualtrics, was used as the platform for data collection. The software provides the 

researcher with a number of features including the time each respondent takes to 

complete the survey. Pretesting of the instrument had shown that a minimum of ten 

minutes was required for the completion of the longer treatments in groups 1 and 3, 

thus subjects that completed in less than 10 minutes were eliminated. Since the text 

used for the reviews in Group 1 and 2 were quite lengthy, 19.6% and 23.5% respectively 

failed to complete the survey. This was expected and in line with Huang et al. (2015). 

The final data collection consisted of 360 respondents with a mean age of 39.68 years 

(SD =13.34); 48.3% were females; and 41.6% had completed secondary/ post-

secondary level of education while the rest had completed tertiary or a higher level of 

education.  

4.2.7 Results and discussion 

Descriptive statistics for all items making up the two constructs of normative behaviour 

with its dimensions and purchase intention are shown in Table 4.7. Reliability testing 

of the measures used provided Cronbach’s alpha scale reliability (Cronbach, 1951) for 

narrative believability of .91 (with values of .96 for plausibility, .96 for completeness 

.95 for consistency and .96 for coverage). Since purchase intention was a single item 

measure, Cronbach alpha could not be computed. The Cronbach alpha values reported 

all exceeded the .7 threshold (Cronbach,1951), providing support for the reliability of 

the measures used. Since the scales have been previously employed in other research, 

testing for internal validity was undertaken using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) 
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in Lisrel (version 9.3) where a five-factor solution was specified. This was based on the 

conceptualization of narrative believability by Yale (2013) that specified narrative 

believability as having four factors (in two stages) while purchase intention represented 

another factor. The five-factor solution provided good model fit statistics (χ255 

=156.51., p<0.05, RMSEA=.007, NFI=.97, NNFI=.98, CFI=.98, RMR=0.03). 

MacCallum et al. (1996) suggest that a RMSEA below .08 indicates a good fit while 

Hu and Bentler (1999) suggest that good model fit is also indicated by values greater  

than .95 for the CFI, NFI and NNFI. The ratio between χ2 and df was within the range 

of 3:1 (Kline, 2005) whilst good models should have small RMR (Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2007) as was the case here. The resultant standardized factor loadings for the items 

appear in the last column of Table 4.7. These results provide support for the 

psychometric properties of the two outcome variables of this research. 

To confirm if the short/long and technical and argument based/ story-based 

manipulations were successful a one-way ANOVA was performed across all four 

groups - see Table 4.8a. This indicated that the means for narrative believability 

together with its dimensions and purchase intention across all four groups were 

statistically significantly different from each other signifying that the different 

treatments were effective. To determine which of the paired means have a significant 

difference, the Scheffe's test was applied as a post-hoc test and the results are presented 

in Table 4.8b. The results indicate no difference in narrative believability and purchase 

intention between the two long reviews in groups 1 and 2 for the technical and 

argument-based and story-based manipulations respectively. In addition, there is no 

difference in the means for purchase intention between the two technical and argument-

based treatments of different length in groups 1 and 3. 
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Table 4.7 Descriptive statistics and standardised factor loadings 

Measure Items 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 

Standardized 
factor 

loadings 

Real Created Real Created 

technical and 
argument 

based/ long 
review 

 story-based/ 
long review 

technical and 
argument 

based/ short 
review 

 story-based/ 
short review 

(n=82) (n=78) (n=97) (n=103) 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

PL1	I	believe	this	review	could	
be	true.	 4.45	 1.56	 4.69	 1.37	 2.76	 1.56	 5.40	 1.55	 0.97	

PL2	This	review	was	plausible.		 4.6	 1.45	 4.67	 1.23	 3.04	 1.527	 5.30	 1.37	 0.93	
PL3	This	review	seems	to	be	
true.		 4.5	 1.44	 4.51	 1.4	 2.97	 1.64	 5.20	 1.69	 0.94	

Average	Plausibility	score	 4.52	 1.42	 4.62	 1.28	 2.92	 1.52	 5.3	 1.44	

COM1	It	was	easy	to	follow	the	
review	from	beginning	to	end.		 4.17	 1.68	 4.28	 1.62	 2.29	 1.35	 6.07	 1.17	 0.96	

COM2	It	was	hard	to	follow	
this	review.	(R)		 3.94	 1.91	 4.22	 1.76	 2.37	 1.36	 6.02	 1.15	 0.97	

COM3	If	I	were	writing	this	
review,	I	would	have	
organized	it	differently.	(R)		

3.55	 1.74	 3.88	 1.55	 2.25	 1.08	 5.73	 1.01	 0.83	

Average	Completeness	score	 3.89	 1.7	 4.13	 1.54	 2.3	 1.05	 5.94	 0.88	

CON1	The	information	
presented	in	this	review	was	
consistent.		

4.57	 1.4	 4.51	 1.35	 2.67	 0.84	 5.85	 0.9	 0.95	

CON2	All	of	the	facts	in	this	
review	support	each	other.		 4.39	 1.49	 4.54	 1.22	 2.65	 0.81	 5.8	 0.91	 0.96	

CON3	This	review	was	
consistent	from	beginning	to	
end.	

4.04	 1.44	 4.18	 1.39	 2.97	 1.16	 5.79	 0.88	 0.85	

Average	Consistency	Score		 4.33	 1.34	 4.41	 1.19	 2.76	 0.81	 5.81	 0.81	

COV1	There	was	important	
information	missing	from	this	
review.	(R)	

3.43	 1.16	 3.51	 1.15	 2.45	 0.92	 3.13	 1.53	 0.87	

COV2	There	were	lots	of	
"holes"	in	this	review.	(R)		 3.38	 1.11	 3.54	 1.16	 2.38	 0.94	 3.16	 1.38	 0.98	

COV3	The	"coverage"	of	a	
review	refers	to	the	extent	to	
which	the	review	accounts	for	
all	of	the	information	
presented	in	the	review.	To	
what	extent	do	you	agree	that	
this	review	covered	all	the	
necessary	information?	

3.48	 1.15	 3.53	 1.21	 2.4	 0.93	 3.17	 1.3	 0.97	

Average	Coverage	Score		 3.43	 1.1	 3.53	 1.14	 2.41	 0.88	 3.15	 1.34	

Total	Narrative	believability	
Score		

48.49	 13.49	 50.06	 	12.48	 	31.21	 9.43		 	60.60	 6.15		

PI1	After	reading	this,	how	
likely	is	it	that	you	would	
redeem	the	voucher	awarded	
and	follow	the	
recommendation	in	the	
review?		

3.66	 1.9	 3.83	 1.97	 3.12	 1.31	 5.44	 0.89	 0.89	

Notes: Factors loadings of the first item of each component were set to 1 (R) Items scores were reversed.
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Table 4.8a ANOVA results across the four groups. 

Outcomes F-Value DF P-Value

Plausibility 48.97 (3,356) .000* 
Consistency 144.31 (3,356) .000* 

Completeness 130.93 (3,356) .000* 
Coverage 17.97 (3,356) .000* 

Total Narrative 
believability 133.43 (3,356) .000* 

Purchase intention 42.17 (3,356) .000* 
*significant at p=<.0.01

To answer the research question of this research and test the effect of the two 

independent variables of content type (technical and argument based/ story-based) and 

length (long/ short) on the related outcome variables of narrative believability and 

purchase intention, a two-way between-groups analysis of variance was performed 

using multivariate General Linear Model (GLM) analysis. Preliminary testing was 

conducted to check if the required assumptions for this analysis were satisfied. First, 

there were no missing values and the number of required cases in each cell outnumbered 

the number of dependent variables. (Pallant, 2011). Second, there were some variation 

in sample sizes between the two groups in studies 1 and 2, but it is assumed that the 

difference in the sample size reflects real processes in the population. Third, robustness 

was ensured as the number of respondents in each cell is greater than 30, and therefore 

the assumption of multivariate normality holds (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Fourth, 

Mahalanobis distances for the two dependent variables were less than 13.82 (Pallant, 

2011) suggesting that there were no issues with multivariate outliers. Finally, the matrix 

scatterplot did not show any evidence of non-linearity and the correlation between the 

narrative believability and purchase intention indicated a significant but moderate 

correlation (r (360) = .50, p < 0.01). These considerations provided comfort that the 

multivariate GLM analysis could be pursued.  
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Table 4.8b Post-hoc Scheffe’s test for mean difference between the different 
groups  

Outcomes Comparisons Mean 
Difference 

Standard 
Error 

P-Value

Plausibility Group 1 Group 2 -0.11 0.23 0.97  
Group 3 1.59* 0.21 0.00 
Group 4 -0.79* 0.21 0.00 

Group 2 Group 3 1.70* 0.22 0.00  
Group 4 -0.68* 0.21 0.01 

Group 3 Group 4 -2.38* 0.20 0.00 

Completeness Group 1 Group 2 -0.20 0.21 0.70  
Group 3 1.58* 0.20 0.00 
Group 4 2.05* 0.19 0.00 

Group 2 Group 3 1.83* 0.20 0.00  
Group 4 -1.81* 0.19 0.00 

Group 3 Group 4 -3.64* 0.18 0.00 

Consistency Group 1 Group 2 -0.08 0.16 0.97  
Group 3 1.57* 0.16 0.00 
Group 4 -1.48* 0.15 0.00 

Group 2 Group 3 1.65* 0.16 0.00  
Group 4 -1.40* 0.15 0.00 

Group 3 Group 4 -3.05* 0.14 0.00 

Coverage Group 1 Group 2 -0.09 0.18 0.96  
Group 3 1.01* 0.17 0.00 
Group 4 0.28 0.16 0.43 

Group 2 Group 3 1.11* 0.17 0.00  
Group 4 0.38 0.16 0.18 

Group 3 Group 4 -.0.74* 0.16 0.00 

Narrative Group 1 Group 2 -1.58 1.66 0.83 
Believability 

 
Group 3 17.28* 1.57 0.00 
Group 4 -12.11* 1.55 0.00 

Group 2 Group 3 18.86* 1.59 0.00  
Group 4 -10.54* 1.57 0.00 

Group 3 Group 4 -29.40* 1.48 0.00 

Purchase 
Intention 

Group 1 Group 2 -0.18 0.24 0.92 
Group 3 0.54 0.23 0.15 
Group 4 -1.79* 0.22 0.00 

Group 2 Group 3 0.71* 0.23 0.03  
Group 4 -1.60* 0.23 0.00 

Group 3 Group 4 -2.31* 0.21 0.00 
*The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
Group 1= Technical and argument-based long review; Group 2 = Story-based long review; Group 3= Argument/technical short
review; Group 4 - Story based short review.
Scores for Plausibility, Completeness, Consistency and Coverage are average scores of the items and Total Narrative
Believability scores are the composite scores of all the 12 items.

The resultant output of between groups effects results from this analysis together with 

partial ETA values are provided in Table 4.9. This shows that the interaction effect 

between content type and length is statistically significant (F(1, 359) = 156.28, p < .01 

and 43.18, p < .01; Wilks Lambda 83.27; p < .01) for narrative believability and 

purchase intention respectively. There is a statistically significant main effect for 
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content type (F(1, 359) = 193.71, p = .01 and 58.45, p < .01; Wilks’ Lambda 104.52; p < 

.01) for narrative believability and purchase intention respectively. There is also a 

statistically significant main effect for length of review (F(1, 359) = 9.18, p = <.01 and 

10.79, p < .01; Wilks’ Lambda 13.70; p = < .01) for narrative believability and purchase 

intention respectively, however, the effect size are small (partial eta squared = .03 in 

both cases). The plots in Figure 4.2 show a visual representation of the effect of content 

type and length on narrative believability and purchase intention. It can be seen that for 

both the long technical and argument-based and long story-based reviews the impact 

on narrative believability and purchase intention are almost identical with Table 4.8B 

confirming no difference in means. However, the length of content has a divergent 

effect with short story-based reviews gaining in impact while short technical and 

argument-based reviews losing impact on both narrative believability and purchase 

intention.  

Table 4.9 Results of analysis of variance tests of dependent and independent 
interaction variables 

Independent 
Variables 

Dependent 
Variables 

Type III Sum 
of Squares      R2 df F Sig. 

Partial 
ETA 

squared 
Corrected 
model 

Narrative 
Believability 305.69 .53 3 133.43 .000 .53 

Purchase 
Intention 297.52a .26 3 42.18 .000 .26 

Intercept Narrative 
Believability 5587.94 1 7317.42 .000 .95 

Purchase 
Intention 5721.97 1 2433.35 .000 .87 

Technical and 
argument 
based/ 

Narrative 
Believability 147.93 1 193.71 .000 .35 

Story based 
variable 

Purchase 
Intention 137.45 1 58.45 .000 .14 

Long/Short 
variable 

Narrative 
Believability 7.01 1 9.18 .003 .03 

Purchase 
Intention 25.36 1 10.79 .001 .03 

Story/ 
Technical and 
argument-
based 

Narrative 
Believability 119.34 1 156.28 .000 .31 

x Long/Short Purchase 
Intention 101.54 1 43.18 .000 .11 
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Figure 4.2 Plots of effect of content type and length on narrative believability 
and purchase intention 

Red line – Story-Based Review 
Blue line – Argument/technical Review 

4.2.8 Discussion 

The key conclusion from this study is that while there is no difference in impact on the 

outcome variables investigated for either long technical and argument-based and long 

story-based reviews, short story-based reviews provide a higher impact while short 

technical and argument-based reviews result in a weaker impact on both narrative 

believability and purchase intention. These findings have implications for both 

managers and theory. It is suggested that managers should encourage customers to post 

short story-based reviews online as this results in higher believability and purchase 

intention among potential customers. This can be achieved by limiting the length of 

comments that can be placed online about smart TV products to not more than 144 

words and encouraging UGC that recounts customers’ experiences. It may be possible 

to incentivize contributions by offering prizes for the best narrated customer 

experience. A good story carries emotional meaning and can be concentrated even in 

just two sentences (Twitchell, 2004). It can “set people on fire” (McKee & Fryer, 2003, 

p. 1). Fisher (1984; 1987) holds that the coherence of a story is one of the main elements

leading to acceptance and persuasiveness of a story. Coherence is one of the dimensions

of the narrative believability scale and results show that coherence scores are higher in

the case of short story-based reviews. Customers are more likely to associate with short

story-based reviews rather than with expert reviews where the language used is difficult
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for them to follow. Therefore, marketers would do well to provide opportunities and 

encourage customers to share their product experience in online reviews. 

Short technical and argument-based reviews are the least attractive option and exhibit 

the weakest levels of believability and purchase intention. It appears that it is not 

possible to build credible technical and argument-based arguments in short narratives. 

Customers are looking for the ‘meat’ and in a short technical and argument-based 

review it simply is not there. This confirms what West and Broniarczyk (1998) hold, 

that reviews with technical writing are perceived by readers as coming from experts 

and hence are more convincing.  

The research also suggests that if a long review is to be posted, technical and argument-

based and story-based reviews are equally effective on both narrative believability and 

purchase intention. Compared to the US, Japan and China, consumers in Europe are 

still hesitant to switch to the smarter TV technology (Gagnon, 2018). Given that current 

reviews for smart TVs are overwhelmingly technical and argument based, this study 

points to long story-based reviews as an alternative to encourage consumers to switch 

to the new smart TV technology. The web offers a powerful channel to convey 

information about smart TVs and there are several websites run by smart TV reviewers 

that only use technical argumentative content in their attempt to promote and educate 

readers. The results suggest that these reviews from highly knowledgeable consumers 

for the different brands are not as useful as their promoters may think and if long 

reviews are to be posted, there is a case for also posting story-based reviews since these 

are equally effective. 

The research also has implications for theory. Use has been made of NPT in a context 

where it has not been previously considered, i.e. marketing communications, while the 

impact of length on narrative believability and purchase intention has also been 

considered. Results support the relevance of NPT by confirming that when individuals 

associate themselves with narrators in a story-based review, they are just as likely to 

act on the guidelines provided by a long story and are much more likely to do so if it is 

a short story. It also supports the observation by Slater and Rouner (2002) who noted 

that messages are more likely to be considered when they relate to the consumers 

personal life and that this, in turn, enhances persuasion (Petty, Barden & Wheeler, 
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2002).This suggests that, although consumers realize that a short story does not cover 

all the required reasons to decide, the coherence of the narrative outweighs any 

shortcomings arising from brevity. 

A further theoretical implication concerns the role of narrative believability which has 

been found to be quite strongly related to purchase intention. Purchase intention has 

been considered in various theories of behaviour, including the Theory of Reasoned 

Action -TRA (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980; Fishbein and Ajzen 1975), the Theory of 

Planned Behavior -TpB (Ajzen 1985), the Technology Acceptance Models– TAM1 and 

TAM2 and the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology - UTAUT and 

UTAUT2 (Venkatesh et al. 2003; Venkatesh, Thong & Xu, 2012). While these theories 

consider various antecedents, none incorporate narrative believability as an outcome of 

persuasion. A further theoretical contribution relates to narrative believability scale, in 

that this study provides support for the psychometric properties of the scale and its use 

in a marketing context.  
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Study 4.3 - Story or Specs? The impact of content type and objective knowledge 
on narrative believability and purchase intention: An experimental investigation 
of online reviews of smart TVs 

4.3.1 Contextual background 

Developments in the electronic technology sector have provided a stream of new 

products that have significantly impacted the daily lives of customers. One such 

technological advance has been the increased penetration of smart TVs that are 

sometimes also referred to as a hybrid or connected TVs. Smart TVs are an innovative 

platform that allow customers to access different media, such as, Internet, social 

networking sites, set-top boxes, games and of course broadcast TV, on a single device 

(Choi & Li, 2016; Gritton, 2013). These capabilities have made them an increasingly 

popular multimedia home entertainment device that has drastically changed the way 

household users interact with TV (Choi & Li, 2016; Jeong & Lee, 2014). Their 

increased popularity is reflected in their sales which in North America are projected to 

reach 70% of all TV sales during 2018 (O'Halloran, 2018) while those in Europe, are 

also increasing, albeit at a lower rate (gfk.com, 2017). 

Smart TVs are homogenous shopping goods in that they are increasingly similar in 

quality but still different on other attributes that include price, brand image and style. 

They are infrequently purchased items which given their different attributes means that 

customers undertake a search process and comparison. Marketers of smart TVs seeking 

to influence customer decisions push forward as much as possible online reviews by 

knowledgeable consumers. Indeed, a simple Google search in September 2018 using 

the phrase ‘smart TVs online reviews’ yielded 393million results. These online reviews 

are believed to have a strong impact on sales. Weber (2012) reports that 65% of 

potential customers that searched online had selected a brand that they had not 

considered prior to their search while Floyd et al. (2014) recognize that online reviews 

are an important influencer of purchasing behaviour. Their research among 5000 

customers at Cisco Internet Business Solutions suggested that online reviews and 

ratings are one of the top three sources of advice considered. Argumentative/Technical 

online reviews of smart TVs allow prospective customers access to an abundance of 

technical and specification detail that potentially provide detail that help choice 

decisions. However, the hi-tech nature of smart TVs means that these technical reviews 
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that are often made available by marketers, are often lengthy and difficult to follow. 

Indeed, the information provided is relevant to a knowledgeable few. Ordinary 

consumers who are unfamiliar or have limited product knowledge find it difficult to 

comprehend the detail provided. This lack of product familiarity and knowledge 

impacts the believability of the narratives provided and ultimately, purchase intention 

(Holbrook & Batra, 1987; Laroche et al., 1996; Steenkamp et al., 2003).  

This research focuses on the extensive use of online reviews as a marketing tool and 

seeks to better understand their effectiveness in influencing purchase intention among 

prospective buyers of smart TVs. First, it considers the characteristics of the current 

content of online reviews from knowledgeable consumers that is exclusively technical 

and argument-based and argues that since consumers think narratively rather than 

argumentatively story-based narratives are worth exploring (Fisher 1984:1987; Holt & 

Thompson, 2004; McKee & Freyer, 2003; Wells, 1988; Weick, 1995). In seeking to 

understand the impact of content on purchase intention, it looks at the role of product 

knowledge, distinguishing between subjective and objective product knowledge, and 

also considers the role of narrative believability. It is proposed that content in the form 

of a story-based review as against a technical and argument-based online review, will 

have a stronger impact on both narrative believability and purchase intention 

irrespective of the level of objective knowledge of customers. To investigate this an 

experimental design is employed whereby a story-based and technical and argument-

based review for smart TV are used as treatment. A random sample of subjects are 

allocated to each of the treatment groups and participants are asked to complete an 

identical questionnaire that captures objective knowledge, narrative believability and 

purchase intention. MANCOVA via Multivariate generalized linear modelling is 

employed to determine the effect of the treatment on the outcomes being investigated 

with product knowledge acting as covariate. Results are reported, implications are 

discussed, and limitations are noted in chapter 5. 
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4.3.2 Literature review 

4.3.3 Story-based vs technical and argument-based content 

The content employed in marketing communications requires a decision as to the type 

of content that needs to be employed to influence customers. Deighton et al. (1989) 

provide a useful continuum that can help marketers look at online reviews and 

distinguish between story-based and technical and argument-based narratives. The 

authors hold that argument and drama can be considered as two extreme points on a 

continuum, with plot, characters and narrators as the main factors that determine the 

position of the content on the identified spectrum. The first characteristic that 

determines the positioning of a review on the continuum is plot. An argument starts to 

become a story when plot is introduced (Deighton, et al., 1989). This must follow a 

chronological order as it progresses toward a goal by “providing temporal arrangement 

of events (what things happen)” (Stern et al.,1998, p. 201). The plot leads to a resolution 

and should provide information about the narrator’s identity (Stern et al., 1998). The 

other two aspects that determines the positioning of a review on the continuum concerns 

the characters of the story and the narrator. Characters are the protagonists or players 

who act within the context of a plot. They are distinct from narrators since the role of 

the narrator is to address the audience, whilst characters are used to demonstrate human 

values (Deighton, et al., 1989; Scholes, 1980). These three aspects of plot, characters 

and narrators offer the basis for distinguishing between argument and drama. Therefore, 

a story has a plot, characters and is narrated whilst drama also has a plot and characters, 

but it is not narrated but performed. For the purpose of this research, the former is 

referred to as story-based and the latter as technical and argument-based narratives. 

Therefore, a review, whether online or offline, can be considered as a story-based 

narrative if it follows a plot, has characters and is communicated by a narrator, while a 

technical and argument-based review is also narrated but has no characters and no plot. 

The technical and argument-based review is grounded in facts and numbers and often 

employs technical information to highlight the superiority or inferiority of a product’s 

specifications versus others. 

NPT (Fisher, 1984; 1985; 1987; 1989) challenged the prevailing belief that technical 

and argument-based narratives are more persuasive than story-based ones. NPT seeks 
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to explain how people judge and choose which stories to believe and accept from 

multiple competing narratives. As Fisher (1984) notes, whenever there is attribution of 

meanings there are stories. A good story carries emotional meaning and can be 

concentrated even in just two sentences (Twitchell, 2004). When successful it can stop 

rationalizing and stimulate dreaming. It is expected that story-based content will be 

more impactful on customers than technical and argument-based content. 

4.3.4 Familiarity and objective and subjective knowledge 

Familiarity can relate to either a product or a brand and the terms product or brand 

familiarity, product or brand experience and product or brand knowledge have been 

used interchangeably in the literature to portray the same concept (Raju, Lonial & 

Mangold, 2015). Product familiarity is defined as “the number of product-related 

experiences accumulated by a consumer” (Rao & Monroe, 1998, p. 244) while brand 

familiarity is defined as “the amount of time that has been spent processing information 

about the brand, regardless of the type or content of the processing that was involved” 

(Baker et al., 1986, p. 637). Both product knowledge and brand familiarity have been 

found to influence consumer confidence and their intention to buy the product or brand 

(Das, 2015; Laroche et al., 1996). It has also been suggested that brand familiarity 

mitigates the impact of negative consumer reviews on purchase intention (Chatterjee, 

2001). Ultimately, brand or product familiarity reduce the cognitive process and effort 

required by consumers in making a purchasing decision (Beattie, 1982) 

The literature recognizes that different customers have different levels of familiarity or 

knowledge so that it has been suggested as a useful segmentation variable (e.g. Prakash 

& Thukral, 2015). In this respect, Taylor-West et.al. (2008) who investigated the 

launch of automobiles, suggest that typologies based on customer lifecycle no 

longer work and manufacturers should consider alternative ways of consumer 

categorization. Their study showed that information about consumers’ product 

knowledge, together with expertise and involvement, provide manufactures with 

more accurate market segmentation variables when rolling out a new product in the 

market. 

Product knowledge determines how consumers gather and organize information, 
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what products they purchase and how they consume them (Alba & Hutchinson, 

1987). Therefore, consumers with too low or too high levels of product knowledge fail 

to process available information; consumers with low knowledge lack the ability to 

process the information; consumers with high knowledge are not motivated to learn 

new information while consumers with moderate knowledge process more of the 

information available compared to those with low and high product knowledge (Barber, 

Dodd & Ghiselli, 2008; Bettman & Park, 1980). Familiarity can be very subjective; 

consumers might think they are experts, but this may not be the case (Park and Lessig 

1981). While brand familiarity was envisaged as a unidimensional construct (Baker et 

al., 1986), product knowledge is acknowledged as having two components, namely: 

objective and subjective knowledge (Brucks, 1985; Rao & Monroe, 1998; Vigar-Ellis 

et al., 2015).  

Objective knowledge is about what customers really know. It relates to the knowledge 

that consumers retain and store in their memory (Klerck & Sweeney, 2007) and reflects 

the purchase confidence of customers. It is a strong predictor of attitude, intention and 

final purchase decision (Barber et al., 2008; Fabrigar et al., 2006). Three types of 

objective knowledge have been described for remanufactured products: cost, quality 

and green knowledge (Wang and Hazen, 2016). Cost knowledge can easily be acquired 

by customers by searching online websites or catalogues for the particular product or 

service. Cost has a major role in the evaluation stage as this is where the consumer 

assigns value and chooses the offering with the highest perceived value while quality 

knowledge results during evaluation, when consumers choose a brand that they think 

is of superior quality (Puto, 1987). Green knowledge is specific to remanufactured 

products and focuses on resources and energy savings and waste reduction that is 

possible through remanufacturing. However, a further aspect of knowledge that appears 

relevant to search products are technical and specifications knowledge that enable a 

product’s characteristics to be compared to reference points learnt from previous 

product consumption experience. 

Subjective knowledge is the outcome of objective knowledge. What consumers think 

they know is most likely dependent on what they actually know and on their self-

confidence in the degree and type of prior knowledge, be it subjective or objective, they 

believe that they possess. Subjective knowledge is known to be strongly correlated to 
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objective knowledge (Raju et al., 1995;). Product knowledge can be measured either 

objectively or subjectively. However, it has been suggested to avoid using the two 

aspects concurrently as their strong correlation may not allow a distinct separation of 

each of their effect (Cordell, 1997; Raju et al., 1995). Wang and Hazen (2016) suggest 

that if consumers have different levels of familiarity for a product, then their level of 

product knowledge and cognition will also vary, thereby effecting their purchase 

intention. 

4.3.5 Believability, narrative believability and purchase intention 

Believability in marketing communication is a critical factor that influences the 

decisions and intention of customers. Research about believability of marketing 

communication has received considerable attention especially in advertising. Maloney 

(1963, p 1) defines advertising believability as “the net effect of advertising upon the 

mind of the reader listener or viewer”. He argues that believability of advertising is 

temporary believability, in that consumers do not remember all the details 

communicated by the marketer and more importantly it is but a tentative believability 

that will fade away if the receiver does not associate the ad with earlier experiences or 

attitude toward the product. Beltramini and Evans (1985) report that consumers believe 

adverts with qualitative data significantly more than adverts with quantitative data 

Web 2.0 has provided new opportunities to marketers to promote their offerings. UGC 

in the form of online reviews posted on websites by consumers that share their 

consumption experiences online provide a very credible type of advertising (Belch & 

Belch 2012). Shared narratives describing consumers’ interactions with a product or 

service offering can generate electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) or word-of-mouse. 

Narratives and the stories they relate are pervasive and not restricted to literature, the 

courts, film and theatre (Porter, 2002).  

Fisher (1984; 1987; 1989) argues that humans are reflective; they impart stories and 

use the basis of these stories to judge other stories they encounter. Therefore, if a story 

rings true in relation to other subjectively true stories that are known from previous life 

experiences, then it is more likely to be believed. Fisher (1989) holds that humans store 

and retrieve experiences in their mind in the form of narrations and that the 
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legitimization of a story is influenced by the previous experiences of receivers. 

Therefore, receivers who pick up a story from a storyteller, compare the narrated events 

to earlier events stored in their memory and arrive at their own interpretation of the 

story. During this process of interpretation, information may be deleted or omitted, 

knowingly or unknowingly, and details may be added or changed to complete the story 

(Delgadillo & Escalas, 2004). 

Fisher (1984; 1987; 1989), claims that humans are essentially storytellers and register 

information in the form of stories. Humans view each received communication as a 

story and the legitimization and believability of the story is influenced by the rationality 

of the narrative. Fisher describes narrative rationality as the distinctive capability of 

each human being to transform a story into a narrative. This capability is, in turn, 

affected by life experience of previous narratives. If a story ‘rings true’ with other true 

stories customers know from previous life experience, they are more likely to believe 

it and follow the guidelines proposed in the narrative. Consumers posting online 

reviews employ eWOM to achieve believability among their readers. Indeed, if 

believability is not achieved, there is little point in communicating a point-of-view. But 

not all online review writers are good storytellers and becoming an influential 

storyteller necessitates considerable skill. Indeed, McKee and Freyer (2003) note that 

stories describing how experiences meet expectations tend to be boring.  

Hastie and Pennington (1991) and Pennington and Hastie (1992), who investigated jury 

decision-making, showed that providing jurors with a believable story was more 

predictive of a decision outcome than any logical-mathematical model that previous 

research often tended to consider. Building on this work, Yale (2013, p. 579) proposed 

the concept of narrative believability, that he defined as “what makes a narrative seem 

veridical and thus acceptable for informing decisions”. The author operationalized 

narrative believability as a two-level multi-dimensional construct. At a first level this 

consisted of two dimensions: narrative coverage and narrative coherence. The former 

deals with the structure of the narrative, so that, if a narrative has ‘loose ends’ it can be 

said to have low narrative coverage whilst a story perceived as having complete 

information will have high narrative coverage. The second dimension of narrative 

coherence represents the second stage level of the construct and encompasses three sub-

dimensions, namely: consistency, plausibility and completeness. A story is consistent 
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if it does not contradict itself with other information that is believed to be true by the 

listener or reader. Plausibility is the perception of a story when compared to previous 

stories experienced by the receiver while completeness refers to the comprehensives of 

the story. Yale (2013) operationalization consists of a 12-item narrative believability 

scale. He concludes that narrative believability influences the acceptance of 

communication and has behavioural consequences that can include purchase intention. 

Like with advertising, online reviews narratives need to remind consumers of their 

previous experiences to be believable. Aaker and Day (1974) argue that consumers who 

believe an advertised message, are more likely to try a new product. Therefore, 

MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) observation that advertising believability impacts 

consumers’ attitude toward the advert and the brand, and ultimately purchase intentions 

can also be expected to hold for online reviews.  

The purchase intention construct is important because it relates to the willingness of a 

customer to make a purchase in the future. Purchase intention is a fairly simple 

construct that is often measured with a single item. The body of literature that considers 

its various antecedents and their interrelationships is considerable (e.g. Lee, Park & 

Han, 2011; Lu et al., 2014; Lu, Fan & Zhou, 2016; Wang, Yeh & Liao, 2013). Perhaps 

more important is that it is a direct precursor to and an effective predictor for actual 

behavior (Ajzen, 1985; Kalwani & Silk, 1982; Pavlou, 2003; Brown, Pope & Voges, 

2003). Notwithstanding, narrative believability and purchase intention appear to have 

received little concurrent attention in the literature. 

We argue that narrative believability and purchase intention are related constructs and 

set out to investigate whether story-based or technical and argument-based content in 

online reviews impact both narrative believability and purchase intention differently. 

As discussed above, several studies have suggested that product knowledge effects the 

cognitive process leading to the purchase decision or intention. It is argued that reviews 

about smart TVs are processed differently if the reader has a certain degree of product 

knowledge. The main question, however, is whether this is dependent on the 

characteristics of the content that customers read. Thus, we ask: 
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RQ4: Does objective knowledge effect the impact of different content type of 

online textual reviews on narrative believability and purchase intention? 

4.3.6 Methodology 

To address the research question, an experimental approach is adopted. Treatments and 

measures are identified, a smart TV context is pursued, and participants are recruited 

so that data collection can take place. 

To help focus the research, objective knowledge, narrative believability and purchase 

intention are considered in the context of smart TVs. The growth of the market for smart 

TVs has attracted the attention of various producers and today there are multiple brands 

that customers can choose from. smart TVs are search goods and customers devote 

considerable effort in comparing the various offerings on the market. Online reviews 

from highly knowledgeable consumers are particularly important for smart TVs 

because consumers are unable to assess quality by trying out alternative offerings. 

Moreover, unlike other reviews, such as for example those for hotel accommodation, 

reviews for smart TVs are principally written by highly knowledgeable consumers who 

inevitability use very technical jargon. Indeed, an online search for smart TV reviews 

conducted in in November 2017 using the search term: ‘4K Smart TV review’, revealed 

that all online reviews in top ranking pages, were very technical and at times very 

lengthy to read.  

To address the research question, it was necessary to identify typical technical and 

argument-based and story-based reviews. Huang et al. (2015) report that above a 

threshold of 144 words, the relationship between the review length and perceived 

helpfulness becomes insignificant. Therefore, to ensure that participants read all the 

text, a threshold of 144 words was adopted for the length of each review. In identifying 

a technical/argumentative review, a real smart TV reviewing website was used. Finding 

a story-based review proved challenging and it was necessary to have one created. To 

ensure objectivity, a professional, English-speaking scriptwriter was commissioned to 

independently write up this review in a story format. The story was narrated in a 

temporal sequence of events with a clear beginning, middle and end. To guide the 

writing, a set of guidelines from Deighton et al. (1989) were provided to the 
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scriptwriter. (Appendix 1 provides the content of the two reviews used in the 

experiment) 

A panel of two academic experts confirmed the appropriateness of the resulting story-

based review. The technical/argumentative review was stripped of pictures, Url links 

and adverts and the brand of the TV was changed simply to BRAND, to control for 

brand familiarity or brand preference effects. To confirm that subjects perceived the 

review as rational-technical or a story-based one, participants were asked to complete 

a manipulation check item which was included at the start of the questionnaire.  

To investigate the effect of the two treatment reviews on respondents, an experiment-

type approach was adopted. A Url linked to the research experiment was posted on 

Facebook via paid ads targeting a Southern European country. Qualtrics software was 

used to collect the data. Subjects who clicked on the Facebook Url were asked two 

initial filter questions, in terms of whether they were planning to buy a smart TV in the 

near future and whether they would search online for advice before making such a 

purchase. If they answered yes to both these two questions, they randomly received one 

of the two reviews as treatment for this research. If on the other hand, they answered in 

the negative to any of the two filter questions they were stopped from proceeding. 

Before participants read one of the online reviews allocated, participants were asked to 

imagine that they had won an open voucher entitling them to buy a smart TV. This was 

done to control for any price effect. Once participants read the allocated review, they 

completed the manipulation check item and were asked to complete a questionnaire 

consisting of a total of 20 items which sought to capture objective knowledge, narrative 

believability and purchase intention together with gender and age. Product knowledge 

was captured using the objective knowledge measure only because the two aspects of 

subjective and objective knowledge are known to be strongly correlated and using both 

makes it difficult to distinctly separate their impact (Cordell, 1997; Raju et al., 1995). 

The objective knowledge scale consisted of five questions about smart art TV that 

required a certain degree of objective knowledge to be answered correctly – See 

questions in Appendix 2. The items included quality knowledge and technical-

specification knowledge questions but no green knowledge questions were asked as 

these were not deemed relevant in the context of smart TVs. Each participant received 

a final overall score based on 0 = wrong answer or 1 = correct answer for each of the 
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five question. Narrative believability was measured using the 12-item scale developed 

by Yale (2013) that envisaged a second-order construct that consists of two dimensions 

at the first level with dimensions for: coverage and coherence, and with coherence at a 

second level composed of three sub-dimensions consisting of: plausibility, consistency 

and completeness. Finally, purchase intention was captured using the single item 

measure by Batra and Ray (1986). All construct items, except for the objective 

knowledge questions, were answered using a 7-point scale. 

4.3.7 Results and discussion 

A total of 248 valid responses were obtained equally split among the two treatments. 

Females represented 54.9 per cent of respondents and the mean age of subjects was 

39.24 (SD 13.41). The Cronbach alpha values for narrative believability and its 

dimensions all exceeded the 0.7 threshold (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994) providing 

support for the reliability of the measure used. Since the measures employed have been 

previously used in other research, internal validity was investigated using Confirmatory 

Factor Analysis (CFA) in Lisrel (version 9.3). CFA is useful because it also allows the 

researcher to investigate the correlation among the latent variables and single indicators 

before further analysis are held (Brown, 2006).  

Based on the expected dimensions of the constructs used, a six-factor solution was 

specified. This included the four-factors of narrative believability (Yale, 2013) together 

single-factors for objective knowledge (totals score of all five multiple choice 

questions) and purchase intention. Since the two single-item factors consisted of 

observed rather than latent variables, Brown (2006) recommends setting the error term 

for these on the basis of the measure’s sample variance estimate and known 

psychometric information derived from prior research. However, given the 

unavailability of previous psychometric information about purchase intention and 

objective knowledge in the context of smart TVs, this was not possible. Therefore,  

their indicator factor loading was set to 1 and the error term was set to zero. (Brown, 

2006; Hayduk & Littvay, 2012). Both questions for purchase intention and objective 

knowledge were direct and gave minimal leeway for misinterpretation. In the case of 

objective knowledge this consisted of the total score of five technical questions about 

Smart TV. The wording of the items used together with descriptive statistics appear in. 
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(Objective knowledge questions are available in Appendix 2). 

The six-factor model solution provided good model fit statistics (χ263 = 166.92,  

P value for test of close fit < 0.05, RMSEA = .08, CFI = .98, NFI = .96, NNFI = .97, 

RMR = 0.03). MacCallum, Browne and Sugawara (1996) suggest that a RMSEA at 

0.08 and below indicates a good fit. The RMSEA score is not but all the other fit 

statistics indicates a good fit. Hu and Bentler (1999) suggests that good model fit is also 

indicated by values greater than .95 for the CFI, NFI and NNFI. The ratio between χ2 

and df was close to the range of 3:1 (Kline, 2005) whilst good models should have small 

RMR (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) as was the case here. The loadings on the constructs 

are all highly significant (p < 0.001; t-value >10) with values ranging 0.81 to 0.99 – see 

Table 4.10. These results provide support for the psychometric properties of the 

measures used. 

In line with the research question of thesis, the main objective of the third study was to 

determine if objective knowledge influences the outcome variables. In line with the 

underlying NPT (Fisher 1984; 1987), it is expected that outcomes are significantly 

stronger when the content takes the form of a story. To examine the research question, 

a Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (one-way MANCOVA) was conducted via 

multivariate GLM in SPSS to assess whether or not differences exist on the dependent 

variables of narrative believability and purchase intention by the independent variable 

(technical and argument-based vs. story-based narrative groups) with objective 

knowledge treated as a covariate that is used to determine whether this adjusts values 

of the dependent variables.  

Dennis et al. (2009) hold that analysis of covariance is devised for experimental 

designs. These authors together with Huitema (2011) hold that the ideal scenario for 

the use of a covariate is when the different groups receiving different treatments are 

chosen randomly. The objective knowledge covariate is not an outcome of the 

independent variable content type, and it is reasonable to predict that the level of 

objective knowledge which is acquired through past experience, has an effect on the 

outcome variables of narrative believability and purchase intention across the two 

groups. Put simply, a highly knowledgeable consumers may find a technical review 

more persuasive because of their objective knowledge. The inclusion of this covariate 
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increases the power for finding the true relation between the independent and the 

dependent variables by keeping the numerator of the F value the same while reducing 

the denominator (Dennis et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, the recommended checks as suggested by Pallant, (2011) were conducted 

to ensure that there is no violation of the assumptions for undertaking the MANCOVA. 

First, the independent variable is measured as nominal variable; the dependent variables 

as interval, and the covariate is measured as continuous variable. Second, the research 

design was such that independence of observation was ensured and no participant was 

in more than one of the two groups. Third, scatterplots for the linear relationship 

between the dependent variables for each of the two groups of the independent variable 

and of the covariate with each of the dependent variables for each of the two groups of 

the independent variables, support the existence of a linear relationship. In addition, 

there is support for the homogeneity of regression slopes with a similar regression 

slopes between the covariate and each separate dependent variable in each group of the 

independent variable. Fourth, testing of homogeneity of variance and covariances and 

multivariate normality using Box's M Test of Equality of Covariance Matrices and 

Levene’s test of normality indicated both to be significant suggesting violation of these 

assumptions. However, it is known that for treatment groups that are greater than 30, 

as is the case in this study, the MANCOVA is robust against violations of homogeneity 

of variance-covariance matrices assumption (Allen and Bennett, 2010). In the case of 

Levene’s test where on the basis of the results homogeneity of variance for the 

dependent variables cannot be assumed, the procedure involves adopting a significance 

alpha level of .001 that is stricter than the normal .05 when evaluating the MANCOVA 

results (Allen & Bennett, 2010; Pallant, 2011). Moreover, with large and equal sample 

sizes it is considered sufficient to report the significance of Pillai's trace in support 

(McCall & Appelbaum, 1973). 
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Table 4.10 Descriptive statistics and standardised factor loadings 

Measure Items Cronbach 
Alpha Cell 1- Real Cell 2 - Created 

Standardized 
factor 

loadings 
technical and 

argument-based 
review 

story-based 
review 

(n=124) (n=124) 
Mean SD Mean SD 

Plausibility 0.95 

PL1 I believe this review could be 
true. 4.1 1.68 5.77 1.23 * 

PL2 This review was plausible.  4.29 1.68 5.6 1.08 0.91 
PL3 This review seems to be true. 4.24 1.68 5.58 1.4 0.93 
Average Plausibility scores 4.21 1.61 5.65 1.14 
Completeness  0.93 
COM1 It was easy to follow the 
review from beginning to end.  3.89 1.71 6.23 0.94 * 
COM2 It was hard to follow this 
review. (R)  3.88 1.66 6.21 0.88 0.99 
COM3 If I were writing this review, 
I would have organized it 
differently. (R)  3.77 1.78 5.85 0.96 0.81 
Average Completeness scores 3.84 1.62 6.09 0.75 
Consistency  0.95 
CON1 The information presented in 
this review was consistent.  4.05 1.45 5.89 0.84 * 
CON2 All of the facts in this review 
support each other.  4.04 1.48 5.82 0.85 0.97 
CON3 The review was consistent 
from beginning to end. 4.06 1.38 5.8 0.87 0.85 
Average Consistency Scores 4.04 1.35 5.84 0.77 
Coverage  0.96 
COV1 There was important 
information missing from this 
review.  2.73 1.25 3.19 1.51 * 
COV2 There were lots of "holes" in 
this review. (R)  2.58 1.15 3.21 1.38 0.98 

COV3 To what extent do you agree 
that this review covered all the 
necessary information?  2.6 1.15 3.18 1.31 0.97 
Average Coverage Scores  2.63 1.12 3.19 1.33 
Total Narrative believability scores 44.22 13.91 62.34 5.06 

PI1 After reading this, how likely is 
it that you would redeem the 
voucher awarded and follow the 
recommendation in the review?    3.66 1.19 5.37 0.76 
Objective Knowledge 1.81 1.38 1.88 1.21 

Notes:  * Factors loadings were set to 1. 
(R) Items scores were reversed
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The multivariate tests output table from the MANCOVA analysis shows that the Pillai’s 

trace results are significant at the higher desired levels for both the independent variable 

of content type (technical and argument-based or story-based) and the covariate of 

objective knowledge (at F (2, 245) = 161.71 p< .001; F (2, 245) = 40.97 p< .001) 

respectively. The former result provide support that the covariate adjusts values of the 

outcome. Therefore, a significant relationship exists between the covariate of objective 

knowledge and the two dependent variables of narrative believability and purchase 

intention, when the effect of the independent variable (technical and argument-based 

or story-based) is controlled. On the other hand, the latter result provides support for a 

significant main effect when controlling for the covariate.  

Given the significant main effect for the covariate resulting from the multivariate tests 

table, it is possible to investigate the rows denoting the continuous covariate variable 

in the Tests of Between-Subjects Effects shown in Table 4.11. This indicates that the 

p-value for both dependent variables of narrative believability and purchase intention

have a significant main effect (at F (1, 248) = 64.70 p< .001; F (1, 248) = 45.53 p< .001,

respectively) among the levels of the covariate. Similarly, looking at the row denoting

the categorical independent variable of content type shows these to be significant for

both narrative believability and purchase intention (at F (1, 248) = 227.86, p< .001; F (1,

264) = 209.99, p< .001, respectively). The resulting estimated marginal means and

standard error for story-based reviews are 5.36 (se .08) and 5.19 (se .07) for total

narrative believability and purchase intention respectively while those for technical and

argument-based reviews are 3.67 (se .08) and 3.70 (se .08) for total narrative

believability and purchase intention respectively. A post-hoc pairwise comparisons of

estimated marginal means for each dependent variable with the presence of the

covariate shows this to be significant at p < .001. The objective knowledge covariate in

the model is evaluated at 1.85. These results are depicted graphically in Figure 4.4.

This study tests the content of two types of online review in the form of a technical and 

argument-based and a story-based narrative and provides clear support that story-based 

reviews have a stronger impact on both narrative believability and purchase intention 

than a technical and argument-based narrative when objective knowledge is controlled 

for. Customers’ objective knowledge varies, and the inclusion of the covariate allows 

for improved estimates for both dependent variables of narrative believability and 
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purchase intention. Therefore, smart TV consumers, irrespective of their objective 

product knowledge, can be better reached and convinced with a story-based review. 

Table 4.11 Tests of between-subjects’ effects 

Source Dependent Variable Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Corrected Model Narrative Believability 180.46a 2 90.23 149.40 .000 
Purchase Intention 219.44b 2 109.72 130.18 .000 

Intercept Narrative Believability 1221.96 1 12221.96 2023.37 .000 
Purchase Intention 1274.59 1 1274.51 1512.29 .000 

Objective Knowledge Narrative Believability 39.07 1 39.07 64.70 .000 
Purchase Intention 38.21 1 36.34 45.35 .000 

Content Type Narrative Believability 137.61 1 137.61 227.86 .000 
Purchase Intention 176.98 1 176.98 209.99 .000 

Error Narrative Believability 147.96 245 0.60 
Purchase Intention 206.49 245 0.84 

Total Narrative Believability 5217.06 248 
Purchase Intention 5484.00 248 

Corrected Total Narrative Believability 328.42 247 
Purchase Intention 425.93 247 

a. R Squared = .55 (Adjusted R Squared = .55)
b. R Squared = .52 (Adjusted R Squared = .51)

Figure 4.3 Plots for narrative believability and purchase intention by content 
type of review with objective knowledge as covariate. 

The objective knowledge in the model evaluated at 1.85 

These results have implications for both theory and management. From a theoretical 

perspective, the findings provide support for narrative theory (Fisher 1984; 1987) which 

holds that people think narratively rather than argumentatively (Holt and Thompson, 

2004; McKee, 2003; Weick. 1995; Wells, 1988) and shows that a story-based narrative 

impacts more strongly both narrative believability and purchase intention. The research 

also highlights the role of narrative believability and its likely impact on purchase 

intention. The two are strongly correlated as can be seen from the slopes in Figure 4.3 

suggesting a probable causal effect. Furthermore, the research provides additional 

Story  Argument/technical  Story  Argument/technical  
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psychometric support for the narrative believability scale. Yale’s (2013) had 

encouraged subsequent researchers to use his proposed narrative believability scale to 

assess the predictive validity of the measure in the context of purchasing behaviour. In 

part, this study responds to this proposal and investigates narrative believability as a 

driver of persuasion as reflected in purchase intention. 

The findings have implications also for management. smart TVs represent the current 

TV experience technology. Those setting up home for the first time as well as those 

looking at upgrading their current TV will look to this technology. Gagnon (2018) 

reports that by 2019 more than 50 percent of households in Japan, the United States, 

the United Kingdom, France and Germany will have smart TVs at home. Therefore, 

sales of smart TVs will increase drastically, and competition will become increasingly 

harsh. Currently, brand managers of smart TVs are relying on knowledgeable 

consumers that write lengthy reviews that are posted online. The study provides 

evidence that the current practice of posting argument-based reviews that emphasize 

technical characteristics of the product have limited appeal and may only be of interest 

to other highly knowledgeable consumers. The alternative posting of story-based 

reviews that recount customers experiences with their new smart TVs potentially 

provides a stronger basis for impacting both knowledgeable and less knowledgeable 

customers. McKee and Freyer (2003, p. 51) describe stories as a mode of 

communication that represent a “profound human need to grasp the patterns of living 

not merely as an intellectual exercise but within a very personal, emotional experience”. 

It is these elements that are able to make story-based narratives impactful. While a 

complete move from technical and argument-based reviews to experience story-based 

reviews may not be advisable, the coexistence and provision of comprehensible online 

reviews describing in a non-technical manner the interaction of other consumers with 

smart TVs is desirable.  
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4.4 Study 4 – Improving stickiness: The role of story-based content in attracting 

international student applications to university websites 

4.4.1 Contextual Background 

International student recruitment has increasingly become an important source of 

revenue for both public and private universities around the world. In 2018, the USA 

hosted 941,417 students, the UK 432,001, Australia 335,152; and the emerging 

Germany market took 244,575 international students (UNESCO, 2018). In this scenario 

of student mobility across countries, tertiary education decisions are no longer solely 

dependent on career aspirations (Boyer, 1990) and student recruitment departments at 

universities are also faced with the challenge of promoting the intangible elements of 

their courses (Anctil, 2008a; 2008b).  

Universities operating in both established and emerging international student markets 

invest significant resources to reach their recruitment goals. Traditionally, universities 

have relied considerably on agents with all 159 UK higher institutions, with the 

exception 19 elite or specialist institutions, making use of agents to enrol non-EU 

students. Indeed, almost 40% of Britain’s international students were recruited by 

agents at a cost in commission payments of £86.7 million (ICEF Monitor, 2015; Times 

Higher Education, 2014). However, the use of agents and related attendance at 

education fairs involves significant commission payments and travel costs rendering 

this an expensive marketing activity. 

The emergence of the Web has provided an additional and alternative recruitment tool 

for Universities that is both cheaper and very popular among students (Zinch & Cappex, 

2007). This development has motivated higher education institutions to improve their 

online website visibility by employing search engine optimization (SEO) efforts 

(Ortega & Aguillo, 2009). Good university websites allow prospective applicants 

instant access to information about course programmes by simply clicking on links 

provided (Venegas, 2006). In addition, universities are increasingly using social media 

to provide virtual tours of their campus (Zinch & Cappex, 2007). Besides prospective 

applicants, university websites also need to consider parents, who may give importance 

to different or additional factors (Caglar & Mentes, 2012; Pierce, 2005). The critical 
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objective of marketing efforts by any university is increasingly to drive prospective 

students to their website with a view to ultimately achieving application. A prospective 

student is more likely to apply if the presented information is clear, correct (Caglar & 

Mentes, 2012) and motivating. This suggests a need for universities to identify the 

characteristics that engage and stick users to their online platforms. Stickiness consists 

of an array of factors that contribute towards increasing the amount of time visitors 

spend browsing a website or a portal – a factor that is recognised as pivotal for any 

company trying to sell a service or product through an online channel (Johnson et al., 

2000). Google statistics (Kirkpatrick, 2012) reveal that website stickiness tends to be 

poor with 75% of Internet users not clicking past the first landing page. Website 

stickiness is driven by the quality of website content and is a key factor of e-commerce 

success acting as a strong predictor of intention to transact (Bai, Law & Wen, 2008; 

Lin et al., 2008; Xu and Liu, 2010). The importance of the quality of the content is also 

supported by Google statistics which show that this increases blog traffic by 2000% 

(Kirkpatrick, 2012). Indeed, 72% of marketers believe that relevant content creation is 

the single most effective SEO tactic (Marketing Charts, 2016). Therefore, one of the 

key challenges of universities seeking international students is to identify textual 

content that best engages prospective applicants.  

Although there is broad agreement that website stickiness is an essential ingredient for 

an effective website, studies about the importance of type of textual content that can be 

used to achieve this remain scarce. The literature review that follows commences by 

looking at the challenges faced by university websites as they seek to provide engaging 

websites in their drive to recruit prospective international students. It then proceeds to 

provide a typology that can help distinguish between different types of content used, 

highlighting the relevance of argument and story-based content. This is followed by a 

definition of website stickiness and metrics that can be used to measure it. Research 

questions dealing with the impact of these two types of content on website stickiness 

are proposed. An experimental approach is adopted that employs the website of a 

European university and separate pages containing the two types of content investigated 

are equally promoted online via Facebook for a period of 24 days. Stickiness metrics 

using Google Analytics are collected and MANOVA is undertaken to determine the 

impact of the two types of treatments considered on stickiness outcomes. Results are 
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reported, implications are discussed, limitations are noted and directions for future 

research are indicated in chapter 5.  

4.4.2 Literature review 

4.4.3 Text content on websites 

Several studies analysed website textual content in different contexts such as travel 

(e.g., Govers & Go, 2004), e-commerce (Thorleuchter & Van den Poel,, 2012), 

organisational recruitment (e.g., Braddy, Meade & Kroustalis, 2005), the wine industry 

(Mills, Pitt & Sattari , 2012) and political campaigning (Warnick et. al., 2005). These 

and other researchers, have looked at several factors related to website content and its 

effectiveness. The website text content has been found to be a predictor of e-commerce 

success (Thorleuchter & Van den Poel, 2012). Warnick et al. (2005) report that content 

that incorporates text-based interactivity, defined as a rhetoric technique and feature 

that signals a sense of engagement to site visitors impacts, the amount of time spent on 

a website. Endreas and Warnick (2004) hold that visual display can be enhanced 

through the verbal style used in the content to address visitors, with the use of the active 

voice and first and second person instead of the passive voice and the third person being 

more effective. Farkas and Farkas (2002) also identify verbal and visual text as pivotal 

factors that hold the readers’ attention and improve website stickiness.  

Prospective students are very active on social media and share their thoughts and 

opinion about university brands online. As a result, universities have increasingly 

striven to improve their online presence, but research indicates that universities face 

challenges in providing engaging text content on their websites. Gordon and Berhow 

(2009) who undertook content analyses of 232 US university websites, hold that liberal 

arts institutions tend to use more dialogic web features for building relations than 

national doctoral universities. They also report a small positive correlation between the 

use of dialogue features and higher rates of student retention and alumni contributions. 

Astani and Elhindi (2008) who looked at 50 US university websites report multiple 

shortcomings. In particular, they highlight the fact that some websites have long chunks 

of passages with useful information often buried in the hierarchy of the website 

structure. Hite and Railsback (2009) who also conducted content analyses of a sample 
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of US universities, note that all sampled institutions make use of user-centred content 

and identify three design principles: consistency of fonts, hyperlinks and background 

colours; that should be given attention. Saichaie and Morphew (2016), also used content 

analyses of US university websites and report that these do little to differentiate their 

offering and tend to highlight outcomes resulting after course completion, such as 

employability, but neglect students’ experience. Pegoraro (2006) who undertook a 

content analysis of Canadian universities reports a significant negative correlation 

between usability and relationship marketing content. 

The early work by Anctil (2008b) conducted when online selling of education was still 

in its infancy, provided multiple suggestions for effective selling of higher education. 

These included, building relationships, meeting prospects demands, visualising social 

experiences and creating a feeling of rightness. These attributes can only be 

communicated online if visitors engage with the provided content and are persuaded to 

click through to subsequent pages. Burns (2015, p. 101) relates Anctil’s suggestions “to 

the natural communication process of storytelling” and further argues that Anctil’s 

recommendations can be met through the use of storytelling on online platforms. Burns 

(2015) suggests the use of NPT (Fisher 1984; 1987) as a theoretical lens and highlights 

the potential of alumni stories as a superior persuasive tool instead of the current content 

that is often very similar across university websites. The intangible experiential element 

of student experience renders alumni stories of great value to prospective students who 

are interested in learning about a university. In fact, when highlighting their courses, 

some universities are starting to employ both on- and off-campus student life in their 

online content (O’Halloran, 2018). Recruitment success of universities increasingly 

depends on stories as related by stakeholders who narrate their stories on social media 

channels. It is known that social media influences brand reputation and affects survival 

(Kietzmann et al., 2011). Therefore, the posts appearing on social media represent an 

integral part of a university’s brand communication strategy and cannot be ignored 

when recruiters convey the university brand story to prospective students. 

Notwithstanding, research about the use of story-based content as a potential tool to 

enhance website stickiness appears to have received limited attention. This study seeks 

to fill this lacuna by investigating the impact of story-based content on website 

stickiness. It focuses on university website which, after all, are no different from many 

other service providers. 
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4.4.4 Argument vs story-based content 

Much of the current content employed by university websites can be described as 

argument-based. Universities usually try to complement online visual content, such as 

videos and pictures, with text content that describes the institution, student life and the 

course offerings available. In their text content they often seek to demonstrate the 

benefits of studying at the institution being promoted in an explicit way by focusing on 

facts and data, that include: student numbers, percentages of international students and 

employability rates. In essence, such content is descriptive and attempts to persuade by 

arguing in an objective way that the offering is superior to that of competitors. Deighton 

et al. (1989) provide a useful continuum that can help distinguish between different 

type of content. The authors build on the earlier work by Wells (1988) and discuss the 

extent to which content, in their case advertising content, is dramatized. In their 

continuum they envisage argument- and drama-based content at opposite ends with 

narrator/s, character/s, and plot, as the main characteristics that determine the position 

of the content on the continuum. 

Deighton et al. (1989) argue that argument-based content “holds the viewer at an arm’s 

length” (p. 336) whilst drama-based content pulls and involves the viewer into the 

action that it represents. They posit that argument-based content “backs its claims with 

appeals to objectivity and is processed evaluatively” (p. 335). The meaning of an 

argument in everyday life is often used to refer to a quarrel between two or more people. 

However, from a critical thinking point of view, an argument is a collection of 

statements. These refer to specific factors only leaving limited leeway for the reader to 

interpret the meaning differently. They provide the premises that lead to a final 

statement which is the conclusion. Readers are invited to evaluate the points made and 

to act on them.  

Argument-based content commences to shift along the continuum to become what is 

termed demonstration-based content when a plot is introduced in the text but there are 

no character or characters. Stern et al. (1998, p. 201) argue that in a plot chronological 

order is pivotal and a good story must progress toward a goal by “providing temporal 

arrangement of events (what thing happen)”. Stern et al. (1998) further argue that a plot 

also needs to lead to a resolution and provide information about the narrator’s identity. 
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In addition to a plot, the inclusion and involvement of a character or characters shifts 

the type of content further to the right and transforms it into story-based content. Here, 

a character or characters are the protagonists or players who act within the context of 

the plot. They are distinct from the narrator or narrators since the role of the narrator is 

to address the audience, whilst characters are used to demonstrate human values 

(Deighton et al., 1989; Scholes, 1980).  

Although, the continuum by Deighton et al. (1989) was originally proposed for visual 

TV ads, it can also be used to position online website content. The prevalent text often 

found on student recruitment sites of universities consists of argument-based content 

that has a narrator/s but no character/s and no plot.  

Storytelling is recognised as being crucial for any marketer who desires to persuade 

and differentiate a product or service because story sells (Spiller, 2018). Brown (2007, 

p.296–297) recognises storytelling as a pivotal persuasive tool in marketing and

describes it as “story-dominant logic”. Storytelling has received a lot of attention in the

consumer behaviour literature because consumers are often considered as creators.

Brand stories enhance the creation of product experience, as characters can put across

a very personal view of how an experience has “fitted” in their life (e.g., Fournier, 1998;

Gabriel & Lang, 2015). They are able to convey brand values and help differentiate

brands by providing an emotional factor (LaTour et al., 2014; Lundqvist et al., 2013;

Sevier, 2001). In a university context, story-based text consisting of alumni experiences

of a programme of studies can potentially be more engaging than the argument-based

content that is often employed. It should lead to higher levels of website stickiness.

4.4.5 Website stickiness 

Website stickiness is about an array of factors that contribute towards increasing the 

amount of time visitors spend browsing a website or a portal (Johnson et al., 2000). 

Gofman et al. (2009) consider website stickiness as pivotal for online marketing 

success. The authors argue that like brick-and-mortar stores where the main objective 

is to keep visitors in-store with a view to their conversion to buyers, the situation 

online is no different and attaining stickiness and conversion are important marketing 

goals. It would be a cause of alarm if visitors to an online seller bounce back from the 
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landing page without sticking and visiting other pages on that website (Gofman, et al., 

2009).  

McFadden (2005) considers bounce rate as a key indicator of e-commerce and websites 

success. A low bounce rate indicates that visitors are staying longer on a website and 

are more likely to be viewing the content provided thereby increasing the likelihood 

that a transaction occurs. Cameron-Kitchen (2006) claims that as very broad rule of 

thumb a website bounce rate should be under 40%. He considered bounce between 40% 

and 50% as good but if this goes beyond 55% it would need significant improvement. 

However, this varies according to the product and/or service. In the case of university 

website, it is highly unlikely that a prospective student applies without looking and 

reading in some detail the content about the product offering. Therefore, another 

important aspect of stickiness is the average time that a prospective applicant spends 

on a website. 

4.4.6 Research focus 

University recruiters could benefit from developing more effective content for their 

marketing recruiting efforts (Watkins and Gonzenbach, 2013). This study is based on 

the notion that people “naturally think in story-based form” (Escalas, 2004b,t p. 168) 

and that stories are more believed (Yale, 2014). It adopts NPT (Fisher 1984; 1987) as 

its underlying theory and argues that story-based content with its emotional linkage is 

more persuasive than argument-based content with its emphasis on logic and 

rationality. Moreover, Twitchell (2004) holds that stories are different from any other 

explanations because in story telling the narrator refers to tangible factors such as the 

plot and the characters and allows each receiver to interpret meaning. In this study, 

argument- and story-based content in the form of alumni stories appearing on university 

recruitment websites are considered and it is proposed that story-based textual content 

is preferred to argument-based content by prospective international students reading 

university websites and that this is reflected in higher website stickiness. Specifically, 

we ask: 

RQ5: Does story-based textual PGC improve website stickiness? 
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4.4.7 Methodology 

The research question suggests a causal research approach where a field experiment is 

particularly appropriate. Gneezy (2017, p. 42) promotes field experimentation and 

suggest that every researcher interested in “understanding a behavioural phenomenon, 

its antecedents, consequences and implications should make field experiments an 

integral component of their everyday research methods toolkit”. The field experiment 

approach adopted provides an effective way of comparing argument- and story-based 

textual content that can be used as treatment given at random to visitors to two landing 

webpages over a period of time. Data collection consisting of measures for stickiness 

in response to the two different webpages is undertaken.  

This field experiment makes use of two different types of text content. The first text 

used was argument-based and extracted from the main student recruitment webpage of 

a European university. As is the case with many universities, this type of text is often 

used to promote the university’s brand internationally. The second text was written by 

a leading student recruiter who has experience about the type of stories written on social 

media by alumni. This text was then evaluated by a scriptwriter who is also very 

familiar with the recruitment process of the same university and who suggested adding 

different details to the story-based text. Following the scriptwriter’s advice different 

details, other than those available on the current website were added and the text was 

further verified by an English literature tutor. The latter confirmed that the available 

details on the website were inadequate to create a story. It has been argued that narrated 

stories should contain vivid descriptions, involve people and activities at some 

particular time and place (Hart, 2015). However, in line with Deighton et al. (1989) the 

argument-based content scraped from the website does not portray any characters nor 

does it have a plot. Consequently, the story-based text used in this study contained 

details that were not listed in the argument-based text and vice-versa. In an attempt to 

minimise any confounding effect the two texts were pre-tested with twenty subjects. 

These noted that in their drive to get readers to believe that the promoted university was 

a “good” university, the story-based text highlighted student life and experience, while 

the other text used technical features such as recognition of the Bologna process. 

The resultant story-based text was slightly longer than that the official argument-based 

text used by the university to promote its brand internationally because all the consulted 
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advisors held that more words were required (442 vs 311) to communicate the created 

story emphasising student life. Finally, the two final sets of text were given to five 

online textual content editors together with details of the argument-drama continuum 

from Deighton et al. (1989) and asked to place the two stories on the continuum. All 

five editors were able to classify the texts correctly on the continuum provided. 

The argument-and story-based texts were used as treatments and loaded on separate 

webpages with both pages using the same picture to avoid introducing a compounding 

variable. The two treatment webpages went live on 31st March, 2018. Budget 

limitations meant that a decision had to be taken about which countries would be 

targeted. Since applications from the US, at this university, had experienced a 

significant rise in the last few years, it was decided to promote the treatment pages only 

in the US via Facebook and Instagram ads. The focus target for this experiment were 

therefore US Facebook users between the ages of 18 to 25, who completed high school 

education. Further details of the audience target definition appear in Table 4.12. The 

webpages used as treatment were intentionally hidden in the structure of the English-

language university website to avoid receiving clicks from users other than those 

targeted. Since the treatment used was written in English, this targeting also ensured 

that there was no language barrier to understanding the content presented.  

Table 4.12 Facebook audience targeting 

Ages 18 -25 
Gender Male and females 
Education level College graduates, Attending College 

Interests College, University, Study Abroad, Study 
International 

Potential reach 18,000,000 
Audience Definition Moderately specific 

Both treatment webpages were boosted equally through Facebook ads for a period of 

24 days. The ads were discontinued when the Facebook ads’ metrics indicated a 

frequency where a potential target user would have seen the ad more than four times. 

This aspect was an important consideration in determining the 24-day duration of the 

experiment. Facebook ads were preferred over other social media platforms for 

multiple reasons. First Facebook is integrated with Instagram so ads on Facebook ads 

also appear on Instagram as boosted posts of the University Instagram account.  
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Second, any gender bias could be mitigated because the literature indicates that there is 

no significant difference in ads seen and clicked through between males and females 

(Margarida Barreto, 2013). Third, recruitment through Facebook is generally faster and 

cheaper than any other medium because it can be targeted at a specific audience. Indeed, 

Facebook ads are changing the way universities market their brand to prospective 

students because it has targeting options that make it easier to reach the desired 

audience. Fourth, 77% of high school students in the US use Facebook (Smith & 

Anderson, 2018). Finally, Facebook also provides several targeting options ranging 

from demographics to the interests of users.  

The outcome of interest from the field experiment treatment was website stickiness. 

Two important metrics used are the bounce rate and the average time spent on a website 

(Gofman, et al., 2009). Both can be measured directly using Google Analytics.  

The bounce rate metric indicates how many visitors landed on the page and left 

immediately without hitting other pages (Booth & Jansen, 2010). Kaushik (2007) 

explains that bounce rate has two scenarios. The first refers to the percentage of single 

page visits after which a user leaves the website without clicking further through to 

another page. The second is when, despite browsing through to other pages, the visitor’s 

total time on the website is five seconds or less. Google Analytics provide the bounce 

rate both for each single webpage and for the entire website. Google Analytics 

calculates ‘bounces’ by registering each ‘entrance’ and traces if this was followed by 

visits to subsequent pages. Entrances or entries are defined as the number of time 

visitors enter the website through a given webpage. The bounce rate of a webpage is 

calculated by dividing the total number of bounces on a page by the total number of 

entrances in a given period of time. If the bounce rate is being calculated for a specific 

page, then it is the number of times that page was a single page view visit divided by 

the number of times that page was an entry. In calculating the rate, Google Analytics 

treats multiple page visitors who bounced back in less than five seconds as single page 

viewers.  

Reported average time spent on a website reflects the activity of the portion of total 

visitors who visited more than a single page. Google Analytics tracks time spent on a 

webpage by calculating the difference between the timestamps of hits. When a user 

enters a webpage and does not proceed to another page of the same website, irrespective 
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of the time taken to read that page, Google Analytics would consider that as a 100% 

bounce rate. Every time a visitor hits a new page during the same session, a timestamp 

signal is sent to Google Analytics. If Google Analytics do not receive the second 

timestamp signal in the same session, the entrance is treated as a bounce. If, a second 

timestamp is received during the same session Google Analytics records the difference 

in time. For this study the bounce of the entire website (not landing webpage) was 

considered. 

The number of entrances resulting from the adverts amounted to 674 and 684 from the 

supporting ads of the argument- and story-based treatments respectively. For the 

purpose of this study the bounce rate of the created page and the average time spent on 

the entire website were used to measure website stickiness. This data was collected 

daily and hits coming from sources other than Facebook or from countries other than 

the US were eliminated. Google Analytics provided the mean bounce rate of the day for 

each of the two pages together with a value for the daily average time spent on each 

website. The data collected over the entire 24 days of the experiment was used for 

further analysis to determine the impact of the two different treatments considered on 

the stickiness measures collected. 

The duration of the ad and the received likes were considered as a confounding variable. 

It was assumed that an ad may get more attention if the likes start increasing over time, 

so a record of the likes was kept on a daily basis. The resultant statistics indicated that 

the ad leading to the story-based text got 121 likes whilst the one leading to the 

argument was slightly lower at 117 likes. A closer look at the recorded likes revealed 

that the likes on both ads increased gradually at an almost equal parallel pace. Based 

on these patterns it was assumed that since the number of likes increased in a similar 

pattern, the likelihood of clicking by prospective students would not be dissimilar. 

4.4.8 Results and discussion 

To answer the research question of this research and test the effect of the independent 

variable of content type (argument-versus story-based) on the related outcome variables 

of website stickiness consisting of bounce rate and average time on the website, a two-

way between-groups analysis of variance was performed using General Linear Model 
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(GLM) multivariate analyses. Preliminary testing was conducted to check if the 

required assumptions for the analysis were satisfied. The number of required cases in 

each cell outnumbered the number of dependent variables (Pallant, 2011). Second, the 

sample size in each of the two cells exceeded 20, thus ensuring that the assumption of 

multivariate normality holds (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007). Mahalanobis distances 

critical value for the two dependent variables was 8.93 which is less than 13.82 (Pallant, 

2011) suggesting that there were no issues with multivariate outliers. The matrix 

scatterplot did indicate evidence of linearity and in fact correlation between the bounce 

rate and average time on the website indicate a significant correlation between the two 

outcome variables (r = .74, p < 0.01). Maxwell (2001) suggests that dependent variables 

with a correlation of between 0.3 to 0.7 are eligible for MANOVA. Our figure is only 

marginally above this rate.  

The resultant output of between groups effect resulting from this analysis together with 

partial ETA values are provided in Table 4.13. The results show that the interaction 

effect between story- and argument-based content is statistically significant F(1, 46) = 

30.48, p < .001 and 199.41, p < .001; Wilks Lambda 106.88 p < .001) for story- and 

argument-based content, respectively. The effect size as measured by partial eta 

squared was 0.40 for average time on website and 0.81 for the bounce rate. 

Table 4.13 Results of analysis of variance tests of dependent and independent 
interaction variables 

Independent 
Variables 

Dependent 
Variables 

Type III Sum of 
Squares R2 df F Sig. 

Partial 
ETA 

squared 

Corrected model Average time on 
website 

27.55 .40 1 30.48 .000 .40 

Bounce Rate 9147.47 .81 1 199.40 .000 .81 
Intercept Average time on 

website 
164.18 1 181.64 .000 .80 

Bounce Rate 253733.18 1 5531.1 .000 .99 
Story/Argument Average time on 

website 
27.55 1 30.48 .000 .40 

Bounce Rate 9147.47 1 199.41 .000 .81 
Error Average time on 

website 
41.58 46 

  

Bounce Rate 2110.2 46 

The plots in Figure 4.4a and 4.4b provide a visual representation of the effect of content 

type on the bounce rate and the average time spent on the website. The results answer 
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the research questions and show that the story-based content generates both a lower 

bounce rate and longer time spent on the website. 

Figure 4.4a Visual representation of the effect of content type on bounce rate 

Figure 4.4b Visual representation of the effect of content type on average time on 
website  

The key conclusion from this study is that online text content that is story-based, 

specifically employing an alumni perspective, has a stronger impact on website 

stickiness than the argument-based text content that is often employed by university 

websites. Such story-based content results in both a lower bounce rate and longer time 

spent by visitors on the university website thereby improving the chances of gaining an 

online application. The number of entrances clicking on to subsequent pages was 60% 

and 15% for story- and argument-based content, respectively. Similarly, the average 
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time spent on the website was over two and a half minutes and slightly over a minute 

for story- and argument-based content, respectively. This suggests that story-based text 

content was more engaging. Website stickiness is of crucial importance to anyone who 

is selling any product or service online and higher education is no different. Indeed, Lin 

et al. (2007), who looked at effect of website stickiness on purchase intention, consider 

website stickiness as one of the key factors of e-commerce success and a strong 

predictor of the intention to transact.  

These findings have implications for both international student recruiters at universities 

as well as for theory. This study proposes the use of story-based text content supported 

by online ads to attract international student applications. It offers a solution to student 

recruiters at tertiary institutions who often struggle to identify the themes and type of 

content that prospective students find engaging. Student recruiters would do well to 

seek to include alumni stories of their experience on the website of their particular 

university. To ensure the authenticity of contributions, recruiters must not impose 

limitations or guidelines on soliciting contributions from alumni. A good story carries 

emotional meaning and can be concentrated even in just two sentences (Twitchell, 

2004). Students should be offered the opportunity to narrate stories about any aspect 

related to their university experience. Recruiters need to find ways to motivate students 

to provide their experiences. These could take the form of inducements that could 

include university merchandise as prizes for best narrated student experience. This 

process would also help recruiters identify the most attractive selling points about the 

university and its products. These may not necessary be grounded in logic and 

rationality, such as employability rates or level of tuition fees. 

Web 2.0 and the resultant social media platforms have provided unlimited opportunities 

for anyone who wants to report his or her story online in terms of UGC and there is no 

doubt that these are very effective and influential. However, these stories in the form 

of UGC are often scattered all over the web making it difficult for an interested 

applicant to access them all. Moreover, the university would often have little control on 

what is said and what others may say that may have a direct bearing on the university 

and its offerings. Unlike social media, websites provide a more controlled environment 

that university recruiters can use to their advantage. Therefore, it is possible for the 

university recruiter to make use of a ‘sanitised’ synthesis of collected stories that can 
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be communicated through the official website. Such content is more effective than the 

traditional argument-based content that universities have employed. Slater and Rouner 

(2002) have noted that content is more likely to be considered when it relates to the 

personal life of others and that this, in turn, enhances persuasion (Petty et al., 2002). 

This suggests that, although prospects may realize the recycled nature of some content 

and that it may not cover all the rational basis for decision making, the storytelling 

approach encourages international students to seek more information and click on to 

subsequent pages.  

The research also has implications for theory. The results provide support for the 

premise in NPT (Fisher 1984; 1987) that suggests that story-based communication is 

more effective than argument-based communication and therefore prospective students 

prefer to read a good coherent story rather than argument-based text. In line with Fisher, 

this study suggests that prospects are more attracted to a university and its website when 

they can associate themselves with the character or characters in a story. In fact, during 

the period when this study was conducted the university investigated experienced a 

surge of requests from American students asking questions related to the experiences 

reported on the treatment webpage. It would be presumptuous to conclude that the 

story-based content was more persuasive because it is not possible to conclusively 

determine this with the data at hand. However, the fact that after reading the story-based 

content, more visitors clicked through to subsequent webpages and stayed longer 

indicates that this type of content has motivated them to at least seek more information. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

The main research question of this thesis focuses on textual content which together with 

video and visual content represent one of three types of content encountered on offline 

and online channels (Rosenfeld & Morville, 1998). Although online visual content can 

be preferred in certain contexts, textual content remains a more adaptable means to 

communicate and influence opinions about consumption experiences. Tourism and 

dining review websites (e.g., TripAdvisor and Yelp), technology review websites (e.g., 

TechRadar) and online shopping websites (e.g., Amazon.com) are all examples of 

websites with UGC that still predominantly make use of textual content to describe 

consumption experiences. As discussed above, textual content is also important on 

websites with PGC. The studies in this research consider textual content in the form of 

UGC on reviewing sites and PGC on e-commerce websites as content that seeks to 

persuade, rather than just inform, recipients (Mercier & Sperber, 2011). As discussed 

in chapter 2, the literature acknowledges that textual content has different 

characteristics and that story-based content impacts persuasion. Besides seeking to add 

to this aspect of the literature, this research also attempts to meet a lacuna in that scant 

consideration has been given to characteristics that make textual online content more 

believable and persuasive. Indeed, Hamby et al. (2015) note that little is yet known 

about the characteristics of persuasive content and how this affects the behaviour and 

attitudes of recipients.  

This research is grounded in NPT and focuses on the importance of using story-based 

textual content and how this impacts persuasion. Unlike previous theories about 

persuasion, NPT does not consider human beings as rational decision makers and 

suggests that story-based narratives are more persuasive. The research adopts a 

practical approach and focuses on valence characteristic (praise vs complaints) in study 

1, style characteristic (story- vs argument-based) in studies 2, 3 and 4, and length (in 

terms of word count) in study 2 as important characteristics of online textual content 

that impact persuasion. In seeking to understand how persuasion comes about, this 

research develops and introduces the concept of narrative believability and narrative 

force as drivers of persuasion and purchase intention.  
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The empirical findings are study specific and are listed and discussed in the four studies 

in Chapter 4. Therefore, this chapter commences by providing a summary of findings 

and proceeds to discuss the contribution of each of the research findings from the four 

studies. This is followed by consideration of managerial and theoretical implications 

and concludes by highlighting limitations and directions for future research.  

5.1 Summary of Findings 

The four studies of this research consider the story/argument-based narrative variable 

as the main characteristic that can impact persuasion that, in turn, leads to purchase 

intention. Influencing intention is considered as the ultimate desire of every marketing 

practitioner. This core element is investigated alongside with other variable 

characteristics, that the literature (see chapter 2) suggests as impacting intention and/or 

behaviour directly or indirectly.  

5.1.1 Answers to research questions from study 1 

The first research study focuses on story-based content found in UGC reviews of fine 

dining restaurants posted on TripAdvisor that reflect the consumption experiences and 

satisfaction of customers. These consumptions stories have characters, a plot and are 

narrated by the protagonist of the story (Stern et al.,1998). The study investigates the 

use of the words employed by consumers in narrating their satisfaction experience in 

stories that can be seen as representing an important characteristic of persuasive UGC. 

It asks: 

RQ1: What are the themes and concepts used by reviewers expressing differing 

customer satisfaction when posting UGC? 

The lexical analysis tool, Leximancer, has been used to investigate the text posted as 

UGC. This shows that most of the 9650 consumption stories extracted from 

TripAdvisor did follow a structured plot that commences either when reviewers enter 

the restaurant or at the point when they make a reservation, and proceeds to a final 

comparison of their experience to expectations. There is a temporal pattern and 
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consumers often conclude by referring to their expectations and claim in an implicit 

way whether these were, or were not, met.  

The focus of the study is on fine dining restaurants where one expects that the quality 

of food is relatively high across all restaurants reviewed. The research considered three 

groups of reviews representing different levels of customer satisfaction as evidenced 

by reported positive, moderate and negative satisfaction ratings provided on 

TripAdvisor. Results confirm that reviewers use different word themes and concepts to 

communicate their experiences when they have reported different levels of satisfaction. 

Therefore, in both positive and negative reviews, customers follow a temporal order, 

first providing details about how they reserved their table, the atmosphere and location 

of the table in the restaurant. Reviewers proceed to relate their dining experience and 

conclude by also referring to their expectations. The dominant words and themes used 

include ordered, asked, and evening that all signify a sense of temporal structure. In 

positive reviews the theme food and its remarkable nature is highlighted, whilst in 

negative reviews it is disappointment with the service that is highlighted. These 

analyses indicate that service often matters more than food. Therefore, irrespective of 

the quality of food, if the service does not meet expectations the dining experience is 

marred and reported as negative. The use of the theme waiter was salient in reviews 

relating a negative experience. Waiter is in fact related to time and further analyses of 

the text reveals that delays by waiters to provide menus and a wine list to customers 

leads to poor service perceptions. These findings suggest that service represents a make 

or break element which when absent results in negative satisfaction ratings. 

An interesting finding from this research is that in reviews exhibiting moderate and low 

levels of satisfaction the consumption UGC posted tends to shift from a story- to a more 

argumentative-based narrative. It is only at these levels of satisfaction that reviewing 

customers refer to the theme price. Unsurprisingly, price is also related to the word 

better and service indicating that a better service was expected for the price. An 

important point that arises from the analyses is that in negative and positive 

consumption satisfaction experiences, reviewers tend to present a story-based review. 

This provides support to what has already been noted in detail in Chapter 2, that in such 

circumstances consumers think narratively (in story form) rather than argumentatively. 

This suggests that in arriving at their assessment of their satisfaction, customers are not 
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rationally and objectively rating a fixed list of themes. Each costumer comes to a 

restaurant armed with knowledge of previous consumption experiences and hence with 

different expectations. As Deighton (1992) suggests, every consumption is a 

performance which is interpreted differently depending on previous experiences. Fine 

dining restaurants represent a stage for a consumption experience where consumers use 

food, wine and their dining experience as props to write UGC reviews that influence 

others. In line with Fisher (1984; 1987) we argue that consumers, are essentially ‘homo 

naran’ (storytellers). They narrate a story that happened to them on a UGC channel and 

the narrator is also the protagonist. In these circumstances, the ‘fidelity’ and 

‘coherence’ of their experience with previous dining experiences or stories stored in 

their brain, determine the sentiment and judgement attached to that consumption. For 

example, if a consumer is accustomed to high levels of service when visiting a fine 

dining restaurant and finds that the service at the new fine dining restaurant visited is 

not ‘coherent’ to previous consumption experiences, the customer is not likely to accept 

the new experience.  

Besides the distinction between story-and narrative based content, the literature 

identifies valence as a textual characteristic that influence persuasion. An alternative 

construct that is used in in our research model is narrative force, therefore the second 

research question of this study, asked: 

RQ2: Does the narrative force resulting from reviews posted as UGC differ by 

declared customer satisfaction ratings? 

To understand this aspect, this study drills deeper by using Diction to capture the 

narrative force of the language used in reviews to express different satisfaction 

experiences. Narrative force focusses on persuasiveness potential and is operationalised 

in a way that can be measured via Diction using the text from reviews posted by 

customers. The results of the Diction analyses show that narrative force is stronger 

among less satisfied than more highly satisfied customers. Therefore, negative reviews 

(that scored one or two on a five-bubble satisfaction scale) were perceived by readers 

as having higher narrative force and as being significantly more helpful. 
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Studies of persuasion have traditionally collected data from the recipient of content, but 

the approach adopted in this study considers aspects of persuasion by investigating the 

text used in UGC. Thus, the analyses show that Diction can be employed to capture 

narrative force from text posted online. It suggests that marketers can potentially 

employ Diction to assess the narrative force of their text prior to them publish content 

online.  

5.1.2 Answers to research question from study 2 

The second study focuses on UGC and considers the story- and argument-based 

narrative distinction, this time in a technological context. This is in line with the work 

by Adaval and Wyer (1998) who suggest that when dealing with search for a 

technological product, consumers prefer reading a story rather than a lengthy and highly 

technical review that seeks a rational decision from a reader who only possesses limited 

product knowledge. The distinction between story- and argument-based narratives is 

this time investigated with the impact of length (in word count) of a review and outcome 

in terms of narrative believability. The desire to investigate the role of text length was 

inspired by a recent study by Huang et al. (2015) who hold that there is a linear 

relationship between text length and perceived helpfulness. They argue that this 

relationship no longer holds when a review exceeds the threshold of 144 words (Huang 

et al., 2015). In the case of narrative believability, Yale (2013) holds that this is a proxy 

for acceptance of a story, which Fisher (1984; 1987) in his NPT considers as the last 

step before persuasion and purchase intention. The research in study two therefore asks: 

RQ3: What is the impact of different content type and length of online textual 

reviews on narrative believability and purchase intention? 

To answer this research question, a 2x2 experiment consisting two types of content 

(story- vs argument-based reviews) of different lengths (long vs short text) describing 

a technological product, in the form of smart TVs, are used as treatment and tested via 

online channels. Multivariate General Linear Model (GLM) analyses was performed to 

test the effect of the two independent variables of content type (story vs argument/ 

technical) and length (long vs short) on the related outcome variables of narrative 
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believability and purchase intention. The analyses provide evidence that long, 

argument/technical-based and long story-based reviews do not impact narrative 

believability and purchase intention differently. However, short story-based reviews 

provide a higher impact than short argument/ technical-based reviews on both narrative 

believability and purchase intention. This suggests that, although consumers may 

realize that a short story does not provide exhaustive information to decide, the nature 

of story-based content outweighs any shortcomings arising from brevity. 

This study also reveals that short argument/ technical-based reviews are the least 

attractive option and exhibit the weakest levels of believability and purchase intention. 

It appears that it is very difficult to build credible technical/ argument-based persuasive 

arguments with short reviews of less than 144 words. This confirms what West and 

Broniarczyk (1998) observe, in that reviews with technical writing are perceived by 

readers as coming from experts and hence are more convincing. Customers are looking 

for the ‘meat’ and in a short technical/ argument-based review it simply is not there. 

On the other hand, the research suggests that story-based postings of less than 144 

words are the most impactful. These are followed by long technical/ argument-based 

reviews exceeding 144 words; story-based postings that exceed 144 words; and the 

least impactful being technical/ argument-based postings that are shorter than 144 

words. 

From a marketing practitioner point-of-view, the results of this study suggest that 

reviews from highly knowledgable consumers for brands are not as useful as their 

promoters may think and if long reviews are to be posted as UGC, there is a case for 

also posting short, story-based reviews since these have been found to have the 

strongest impact on narrative believability and purchase intention. 

5.1.3 Answers to question from study 3 

This study investigates how customers are influenced not just by what others write (as 

was the case in study 2) but also by their previous experience. The research is also 

grounded in NPT Fisher (1984; 1987) which argues that previous experience is pivotal 

to the acceptance of a received narrative. Fisher discusses the use of rational arguments 
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by experts and postulates that their communication is only understood by other experts, 

suggesting that the use of such arguments based on technicalities are only understood 

by a very limited audience. To investigate the role of previous knowledge of customers 

on narrative believability and purchase intention, a smart TV context is again used. This 

product category is chosen because these technological products are being promoted 

and reviewed through lengthy technical/ argument-based UGC that concludes by 

recommending an indicated purchase. It is expected that story-based UGC is superior 

but the role played by product knowledge for both types of UGC has not received 

attention. Therefore, the research in study three asks: 

RQ4: Does objective knowledge effect the impact of different content type of 

online textual reviews on narrative believability and purchase intention? 

The results confirm that a story-based review for a smart TV has a stronger impact on 

both narrative believability and purchase intention even when objective knowledge is 

controlled for. This suggests that irrespective of their previous objective knowledge, 

consumers still found a story-based review more persuasive than a technical/ argument-

based review of the same length in terms of word count.  

Fisher’s NPT (1984; 1987) and others have put emphasis on the communication that 

takes place between a storyteller and a recipient. In Fishers NPT the recipient is 

considered as the lay person who does not have knowledge about the topic conveyed. 

In fact, Fisher claims that an expert can only be understood by another expert. Hence, 

an argument can only be effective in an expert-to-expert scenario because the expert 

(unlike the non-knowledgeable lay person) is considered as having enough knowledge 

and previous experience to make a rational decision. Fisher does not consider the 

opposite scenario where a non-knowledgeable sender uses a story to convince a 

knowledgeable person. The results of this study with smart TVs, indicates that even 

consumers with high level of knowledge about smart TVs have been convinced by 

story-based UGC rather than by a technical/ argument-based review. Therefore, smart 

TV consumers, irrespective of their objective product knowledge, can be better reached 

and persuaded with story-based textual content. 
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5.1.4 Answers to research question from study 4 

Textual and visual text are pivotal factors that engage readers and improve website 

stickiness (Farkas & Farkas 2002; La Grandeur, 2003). The percentage of Internet users 

that click past the first landing page is often less than 25% but represents an important 

consideration in e-commerce. Indeed, website stickiness has attracted a lot of attention 

as it is closely related to a much-desired outcome in terms of purchase intention (Bai et 

al., 2008; Xu and Liu, 2010). Website stickiness is considered in terms of pages viewed 

or more often in terms of repeat site visits and time spent. In line with NPT which holds 

that stories “are more engaging than other forms of discourse” (Fisher 1993, p. 279), 

this research investigates the impact of using story- and argument-based textual content 

on website stickiness. A field experiment using a university education context is 

employed that uses two webpages as treatment with one showing a story- and the other 

an argument-based PGC write-up. Subjects consisting of a sample of potential course 

applicants are randomly presented the two treatments and outcomes in terms of two 

metrics of website stickiness, namely: bounce rate and average time on the website are 

collected. The research seeks to answer:  

RQ5: Does story-based textual PGC improve website stickiness? 

Google Analytics for the pages used as treatment showed that subjects that received the 

story-based treatment exhibited significantly higher levels of website stickiness. Thus, 

the number of subjects clicking on to subsequent pages was 60% and 15%, while in the 

average time spent on site was 2.52 minutes for story- and 1.10 minutes for argument-

based content, respectively. The findings indicate that online text that consists of story-

based content, has a stronger impact on website stickiness than the argument-based text 

content often employed by university websites. The research also sheds light on the 

persuasion potential of PGC textual content since high average time and low bounce 

rate do not only suggest website stickiness but also are indicative of how persuasive the 

presented text is. The website stickiness metrics indicate that site visitors were more 

persuaded to click on to subsequent pages after they read the story-based content. The 
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results suggest that story-based textual content is an important characteristic that firms 

should consider when seeking to attract and hold customers.  

The content employed for the story-based narrative came from actual alumni comments 

posted on social media about the university investigated. This confirms the importance 

of learning and understanding what costumers (in this case alumni) are saying about 

the brand. It reveals that UGC on social media can potentially be used to inspire 

effective story-based PGC for the brand being promoted. Results show that such story-

based content results in higher website stickiness on the university website thereby 

improving the chances of gaining an online application. By employing a higher 

education context, the research provides further support for the broader relevance of 

employing story-based narratives across different contexts for achieving persuasion. 

Figure 5.1 provides a summary of the key findings with respect to the conceptual model 

presented in Chapter 2. The content in the boxes with arrows pointing to the model 

indicates how each one of the studies explained the model presented in Chapter 2. The 

answers to the research questions answer the main research question. The findings 

derived from the four studies provide evidence of the effect that the characteristics of 

online textual content have on the outcome variables (at least in the given contexts). 

This is measured by looking at the effect that these characteristics have on the narrative 

force, narrative believability, purchase intention and website stickiness. These results 

clearly show that story type text is more engaging and persuasive. Brevity of stories 

also appears to be an important factor that certainly merits attention both in the textual 

UGC and PGC. These findings also indicate that the when writing negative UGC 

consumers tend to use a more convincing verbal tone. Also, at least in the dining 

context, consumers seem to make use of different themes and concepts when expressing 

their satisfaction or lack of it. In summary, the four studies collectively provide an 

answer to the initial research problem that asked:  

What effect do characteristics of online textual content have on persuading 

consumers?  

In view of these findings the next section will consider the managerial and theoretical 
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contribution of the thesis. 

5.2 Research contribution 

Undertaking online marketing communication that is persuasive is an ongoing 

challenge in marketing. The rapid growth of the internet and the use of this for 

marketing communication has increased the importance of understanding how online 

persuasion can be achieved. The ubiquitous nature of information on the internet and 

the resultant information overload has made it increasingly challenging for online 

vendors to retain users that they attract to their site. This research considers story- or 

argument-based content that can feature on either UGC and PGC channels as an 

important consideration and provides support for the use of story-based content which 

has been shown to have a stronger impact on persuasion as evidenced by narrative 

believability and purchase intention. 

The first study that looked at reviews of fine dining restaurants that featured on 

TripAdvisor indicates that that UGC posting negative stories are perceived by the 

readers as having stronger narrative force. Previous studies had focused on text valence 

(whether negative or positive) as the main dichotomous variable that impacts 

persuasion. This study shows that besides valence there are other factors at play. 

Diction results provide evidence of the use of different verbal tones by review writers, 

who tend to use more persuasive words when conveying a negative experience. The 

use of Diction in this research suggests that this methodology can be easily used by 

anyone wishing to determine the nature of the text that they intend uploading online. 

The measure narrative force in Diction can act as a good indicator of the persuasion 

potential of textual narratives which can potentially be employed in different contexts. 

In study 2, a 2x2 experiment consisting of long/short and story-/argument-based UGC 

in the context of smart TVs was undertaken. The short, story-based treatment was found 

to have the strongest impact on both narrative believability and purchase intention. In 

addition, this research appears to be the first to use narrative believability in a marketing 

and consumer behaviour context. It is also the first to adopt the original narrative 

believability scale developed in a legal context to marketing.  
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Figure 5.1 Summary of findings for the conceptual model used in this research 

The first study that looked at reviews of fine dining restaurants that featured on 

TripAdvisor indicates that that UGC posting negative stories are perceived by the 

readers as having stronger narrative force. Previous studies had focused on text valence 

(whether negative or positive) as the main dichotomous variable that impacts 

persuasion. This study shows that besides valence there are other factors at play. 

Diction results provide evidence of the use of different verbal tones by review writers, 

who tend to use more persuasive words when conveying a negative experience. The 

use of Diction in this research suggests that this methodology can be easily used by 
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anyone wishing to determine the nature of the text that they intend uploading online. 

The measure narrative force in Diction can act as a good indicator of the persuasion 

potential of textual narratives which can potentially be employed in different contexts. 

In study 2, a 2x2 experiment consisting of long/short and story-/argument-based UGC 

in the context of smart TVs was undertaken. The short, story-based treatment was found 

to have the strongest impact on both narrative believability and purchase intention. In 

addition, this research appears to be the first to use narrative believability in a marketing 

and consumer behaviour context. It is also the first to adopt the original narrative 

believability scale developed in a legal context to marketing.  

Study 3 builds on study 2, and also looks at PGC for smart TVs but this time considers 

the role of prior consumer knowledge. It distinguishes between subjective and objective 

knowledge and measures objective knowledge by asking respondents a set of technical 

questions. Results show that prior objective knowledge does not change the superior 

performance of story-based content in terms of narrative believability and purchase 

intention. The use of objective knowledge which is known to be highly correlated to 

subjective knowledge suggests that future researchers can measure objective 

knowledge of technological product as a construct distinct from product familiarity. 

The latter can be difficult to capture especially for products in technological categories. 

In the last study the effectiveness of story- and argument-based text was investigated 

in an experiment using a real PGC platform, where in both cases the reader is aware of 

the ‘sales’ communication objective of the text used. The story-based content has again 

been found to result in higher website stickiness than was the case with argument-based 

content that seeks to guide the reader to take a rational decision. This study sheds light 

on type of content that encourages website stickiness. This is considered as a strong 

predictor of purchase intention. Perhaps future studies can investigate further this 

relationship when the content has different characteristics. 

5.3 Managerial implications 

The use of online content has for long been recognised as an important tool to convey 

information about the offerings of firms. Recent research recognises the potential of 
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stories as a persuasive tool but there is a lacuna in how this can be applied in a business 

context. This research indicates that story-based content has important beneficial 

consequences in terms of website stickiness and persuasion as evidenced by narrative 

believability and purchase intention.  

Study 1 has multiple managerial implications for both owners and managers of fine 

dining restaurants. The research reveals what themes and words consumers use to 

express different satisfaction experiences. A list of recommendations is provided in the 

concluding section of study 1. Leximancer can be used to discover the themes and 

concepts that are important to customer satisfaction. It helps online reviewing sites to 

determine elements customer consider and how customers react when they are satisfied 

or dissatisfied with an offering. This knowledge can assist firms with improving their 

offering and meeting consumers expectations.  

The interactivity amongst consumers that has become a distinctive feature of WEB 2.0 

has changed the role of the marketer to that of a moderator. Once the offering is 

purchased, the marketer is unable to influence consumers and what UGC they decide 

to post. Marketers can only act as moderators by providing and pushing channels that 

allow consumers to narrate their consumption experiences in the form of UGC stories. 

This research presents multiple attributes of effective text that can be considered by any 

marketing practitioner who is seeking to persuade an audience. It also sheds light on 

the possibility of utilising story-based UGC posted by customers on social media 

platforms to create PGC. Such content has been shown to be more convincing than 

argument-based text that is grounded in rational arguments. 

Smart TVs represent the TV experience technology of today. Those setting up home 

for the first time as well as those looking at upgrading their current TV are looking to 

this technology. Gagnon (2018) reports that by 2019 more than 50 percent of 

households in Japan, the United States, the United Kingdom, France and Germany will 

have smart TVs at home. Therefore, sales of smart TVs will increase drastically, and 

competition will become increasingly harsh. Studies 2 and 3 focus on smart TVs, a 

product that is generally presented in PGC as consisting of tangible elements rather 

than as an element in a story-based narrative. Indeed, an online search showed that 

online content for smart TVs are often very technical and end by making a rational 
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recommendation as a conclusion as to why it is worth buying. Currently, brand 

managers of smart TVs are relying on highly knowledgeable consumers that write 

lengthy technical and argument-based reviews that emphasise technical characteristics 

of the product that are then posted online. McKee and Fryer (2003, p. 51) describe 

stories as a mode of communication that represent a “profound human need to grasp 

the patterns of living not merely as an intellectual exercise but within a very personal, 

emotional experience”. His research holds that argumentative/technical reviews may 

only be of interest to highly knowledgeable consumers. Study 3 tests the impact of the 

alternative posting of story-based UGC that recount customers’ experiences with their 

new smart TVs on persuasion as evidenced by rational believability and purchase 

intention. Moreover, the findings from study 3 shows that story-based UGC is more 

impactful and that this holds irrespective of customers’ objective product knowledge. 

The literature shows that a good proportion of consumers still resist the shift to smart 

TVs and therefore the findings have implications for smart TV marketers because they 

suggest the alternative use of story-based PGC as a more potent alternative way to 

persuade consumers to switch. While a complete move from technical and argument-

based reviews to experience story-based reviews may not be advisable, the coexistence 

and provision of comprehensible online reviews describing in a non-technical manner 

the interaction of other consumers with smart TVs is recommended. Marketers of smart 

TV should encourage consumers to narrate their consumption experiences which can 

be used to create more persuasive story-based PGC on their official channels.  

The findings about smart TVs also have potential implications for management 

decisions about segmentation. When writing content intended to persuade, marketers 

need to recognise the existence of different categories of customers. Hoch and Deighton 

(1989) note the that there is a broad category of customers who are simply sceptical of 

new technology and are not motivated to learn new information. These findings suggest 

that the use of story-based content can potentially reach and persuade this sceptical 

category of consumers who are not motivated to learn new knowledge.  

The treatment used in study 4 consisted of traditional argument- and story-based 

content. The latter was inspired by the university experiences posted on social media 

by previous students that was used to build an original brand story. This approach 

identified the main selling points of the university used in the study and the results 
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showed this to be more influential than argument-based PGC. This is a significant 

finding that student recruiters at any university would find useful. Universities invest 

millions of euros on online marketing that make use of several paid online adverts but 

often neglect to pay attention to the textual content they use on their website. Indeed, 

universities are increasingly selling the student experience rather than just a course or 

a career. This change in emphasis is demand driven because students are paying greater 

attention to student life. Therefore, study 4 proposes the collection and use of UGC 

posted by past students on social media sites to create PGC that possesses stronger 

website stickiness. In addition, student recruiters at universities should solicit 

contributions from alumni in the form of stories on their university websites and ensure 

authenticity by avoiding the imposition of limitations or guidelines. The use of story-

based content based on stories consisting of previous testimonials not only helps readers 

to associate themselves with the characters described but also increases website 

stickiness and likelihood of further action.  

In a recent study, which addressed the difficulty to differentiate between PGC and 

UGC, Gardner and Lehnert (2016) note that the distinction between online content 

creators is becoming more blurred. They observe that UGC has been used to inform 

PGC and ‘amateur’ videos which are normally associated with UGC, are increasingly 

being used by producers on YouTube. Producers increasingly recognise that videos that 

are perceived as ‘amateur’ are potentially more credible and persuasive.  

This phenomena is also true for textual content. Companies are making use of multiple 

platforms, such as landing pages, that more often than not are not in line with their 

brand guidelines Moreover, several reviewing websites, especially those related to 

technology, are increasingly difficult to determine whether they are supported by users 

or producers. This research suggests that insights gained from textual UGC can be used 

to create more persuasive PGC, particularly on channels where the distinction between 

PGC and UGC is not obvious.  

5.4 Theoretical implications and future research 

NPT (Fisher 1984; 1987) which comes from communication studies, has been used as 

the underpinning theory in this research. At a time when online content did not yet exist, 
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Warnick (1987) remarked that Fisher was not clear how stories would coexist with 

rational communication. However, the online world has provided a platform where both 

rational and story-based content can co-exist. The use of NPT in the context of UGC 

and PGC suggests that people can enhance their knowledge by accessing online content 

that allows them to read, listen or watch more than one story about the same product or 

service. Although, multiple stories may not provide information about product 

specifications they present different perceptions of multiple consumers.  

NPT was proposed after Fisher observed the way politicians were communicating 

moral arguments or propaganda to the general public. Such communication was 

originating from a storyteller who has an incentive to persuade recipients to change a 

belief or an intention. Study 1 adds to NPT by confirming Fisher’s premise that humans 

are essential storytellers. Moreover, valence and use of language appear to be strong 

complements to story-based content. Although Fisher does not distinguish between 

positive or negative stories, probably because this was irrelevant for his context, he 

concedes that not all storytellers can be persuasive. Although, he refers to several 

possibilities why this could be the case (see chapter 2), study 1 confirms that negative 

stories between consumers result in higher levels of narrative force than positive ones. 

Lexical analyses have revealed common themes that customers use to describe their 

dining experiences. These common themes provided justification for the use of 

narrative force as a measure across all consumption stories. Adams (2015), Hart (2015) 

and the Diction manual, define narrative force as the persuasive ability of a story. 

Moreover, narrative force with its operationalisation via Diction has indicated that 

persuasion is dependent, at least partially, on the language used. Hence narrative force 

can be used to predict whether a consumption story is persuasive to its audience or not. 

However, narrative force may not be as predictive in different contexts beyond 

TripAdvisor. This is because UGC pertaining to restaurants cannot be compared to 

UGC on Amazon.com. A narrative cannot be expected to produce the same results if 

the content is not story-based.  

Unlike previous research that adopted NPT as theoretical framework, studies 2 and 3 

test the theory in a context that has not been previously considered. Here, the stories 
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are coming from other consumers and unlike in the studies mentioned before, the 

intention of the writer is implicit to the reader. Rowland (1989) observed that the nature 

of the constructs that NPT rests on are difficult to measure and apply. This was 

confirmed by Baesler (1995) who unsuccessfully attempted to measure narrative 

rationality. Studies 2 and 3 highlight the importance of persuasion as exhibited by 

narrative believability and purchase intention. Both studies identify useful theoretical 

constructs that are components of NPT and their interaction effect in achieving 

purchase intention. The research provides a better understanding of how NPT operates 

and shows that both narrative believability and purchase intention are impacted and the 

role that objective knowledge provides. The studies also provide and test a measure of 

narrative believability that has been adapted from a legal context to marketing.  

Past research had shown that fidelity and coherence that were identified as the two 

dimensions making up narrative rationality proved difficult to measure. Narrative 

believability is presented as a possible alternative to test the predictive validity of the 

NPT. Narrative believability is presented as a reflection of different levels of fidelity 

and coherence and as precursor to persuasion which would in turn lead to purchase 

behaviour. Unlike narrative force, narrative believability is not limited to 

communication that follows a story structure. In fact, Yale (2013) used it to compare 

two sets of texts, one which followed a plot and used characters and the other which 

provided information in a sporadic way. Like Fisher (1984; 1987), Yale (2013) 

considered coherence as pivotal to believability and operationalised it as one of the two 

main dimensions of narrative believability. The inclusion of narrative believability in 

NPT renders the theory more robust, because it provides a measurable means to capture 

the persuasive potential of any type of online text.  

Studies 2 and 3 suggest a link between narrative believability and purchase intention. 

The latter has been considered in various theories of behaviour, including the Theory 

of Reasoned Action -TRA (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980; Fishbein and Ajzen 1975), the 

Theory of Planned Behaviour -TpB (Ajzen 1985), the Technology Acceptance Models– 

TAM1 and TAM2 (Davis, Bagozzi & Warshaw, 1989; Venkatesh & Davis 2000) and 

the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology - UTAUT and UTAUT2 

(Venkatesh et al., 2003; Venkatesh, Thong & Xu, 2012). While these theories consider 

various antecedents, none have incorporated narrative believability as a construct 
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related to purchase intention. 

Study 2 considered and measured the characteristic of length of text used (in words) on 

narrative believability. Neither Fisher (1984; 1987) nor Yale (2013) have considered 

the role of length of a narrative on persuasion. Given the focus of this research on online 

communications where information overload is a concern, if a piece of online text is 

too long readers skim through and miss the details. The results that show that short text 

of less than 144 words impact persuasion more than longer text provides better 

understanding of the relevance of NPT in an online context.  

In his theory Fisher distinguished between experts and non-experts without providing 

clear guidelines how this distinction could be made. The introduction and investigation 

of the role of objective knowledge as a covariate in Study 3 allows this distinction to 

be made.  

Studies that have employed NPT (e.g., Burns, 2015; Lumpkins, 2012; Stutts & Barker, 

1999) considered NPT as a possible alternative framework for an ‘authority’ (be it a 

seller, NGO, or government institution) to persuade receivers. Study 4, which like 

Burns (2015) focuses on education, follows such an approach. The findings provide 

support for NPT and identify an important outcome relevant to the online reality in that 

websites using story-based PGC exhibit higher website stickiness. Website stickiness 

is known to impact purchase intention and e-commerce success. 

Since this research addresses online content, website stickiness is necessarily an 

important outcome variable. As shown in study 4, website stickiness can be measured 

independently on PGC channels especially when landing pages are being considered. 

Moreover, past literature indicates that website stickiness is a strong predictor of 

purchase intention. Therefore, studies addressing PGC can use website stickiness if this 

is accessible whilst alternatively purchase intention can be used when data is being 

collected from a population of respondents as the case in studies 2 and 3. Unfortunately, 

given the way that Google Analytics records the patterns of use, it is difficult for any 

researcher or marketing practitioner to successfully acquire website stickiness analytics 

for websites with UGC. 
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Rowland (1989) applied the principles of narrative coherence (or probability) to three 

studies. He challenged Fisher’s idea that not all rhetoric can be understood through his 

proposed paradigm and suggested that narrative approaches are of little use when 

applied to communication that does not follow a story structure. The introduction of 

narrative believability to Fisher’s theoretical model makes it possible to investigate and 

compare the impact of different type of textual, visual or aural content to other types of 

content. Figure 5.2 provides a representation of fisher’s NPT adaption to online textual 

context. The red font exhibits the original model, the blue font indicates the proposed 

additions to the original model and the dashed line suggests future research. The 

inclusion of narrative believability construct, which Yale (2013) found out that is 

strongly related to behaviour intention and persuasiveness, can be used to measure the 

believability level quantitively. 

Figure 5.2 Additions to the NPT theoretical model and suggestions for future 
research  

*Conveyed content can PGC or UGC. UGC can be story/argument, long or short, negative or positive.
PGC can be story/argument, long or short, and predominantly positive.
Notes: Red fonts exhibits the NPT main constructs, Blue font the added variables and constructs to the
NPT model and dashed lines suggest future research possibilities.
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The model above sets the stage for more studies in the future as the four studies are 

limited to a specific product or service. Also, these four studies identify other variables 

that play a role in the narrative process of the reader. It suggests a way to measure the 

outcome of text that possess multiple characteristics that are found to have a significant 

impact on the customer outcomes particularly purchase intention. 

The first one is narrative force. Narrative force is presented by Adams (2015) as the 

persuasiveness potential of a story narrative. Study 1 found out that narrative force is 

stronger when consumers are narrating negative stories, but this study did not test the 

effect of narrative force and the relationship between narrative force and persuasiveness 

in the marketing contexts. Future research can focus on this relationship and more 

specifically on the effect of narratives with high narrative force on purchase intention.  

Secondly is website stickiness, which in this thesis is conveniently tested in a PGC 

context. It is a fact that previous research (as discussed in Chapter 2) confirms that 

website stickiness is a strong predictor of purchase intention. Future research in 

different context (where websites lead to a final page that requests the user to act) can 

follow-up users click through rate and investigate if there is a direct or indirect 

relationship between website stickiness (due to story-based characteristic) and purchase 

intention. Future studies can also address the type relationship (if any) between website 

stickiness and narrative believability. Put simply does narrative believability leads to 

website stickiness or vice-versa?  

Thirdly, Yale (2013) found out that narrative believability is strongly related to 

acceptance of a narrative. Fisher considered acceptance of a story as an outcome of a 

story that possess high narrative rationality (fidelity and coherence). This indicates that 

the three could be related to each other. This thesis sheds light on this relationship but 

future research is required to determine the relationship between narrative believability 

and narrative rationality (fidelity and coherence) As explained above, narrative 

rationality has proved to be difficult to measure quantitatively. Baesler’s (1995) scale 

provided very low reliability scores. Future studies can repeat and reuse this scale in 

marketing contexts. A reliable and valid narrative rationality scale would make testing 

of the relationship between narrative believability and narrative rationality possible. 

Moreover, such scale would also make it possible to test the effect of narrative 
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rationality on website stickiness. 

Finally, the role of objective knowledge is treated a covariate in the relationships 

between narrative believability and purchase intention. Future studies can also consider 

the role of subjective knowledge and knowledge of similar stories (rather than objective 

or subjective knowledge) as a covariate.  

Based on the findings and in view of the limitations discussed below, the following 

additional research directions can be suggested:  

• Content analysis was performed for UGC about restaurants in Stockholm. This

can be extended and repeated for restaurants in other parts of the world and for

restaurants in lower categories as well as in different industries.

• Narrative force can be measured using Diction for different kinds of text and its

impact on persuasion and purchase intention can be investigated.

• Study 1 showed that negative stories contained themes that pima facie reveal

that unsatisfied customers tend to shift towards rationality-based content when

posting reviews. On the other hand, narrative force results and the overall

TripAdvisor statistics indicate that the negative reviews are more persuasive.

Given the other findings that show that story-based reviews are more

persuasive, this result appear to be contradictory and certainly requires further

investigation.

• Narrative believability can be measured in different contexts and its relationship

with other variables such as narrative force, perceived realism and narrative

transportation can be investigated.

• The role of objective knowledge and the related concept of subjective

knowledge can be investigated in other contexts.

• In Study 3, which follows an experimental approach, objective knowledge is

treated as a covariate; story/argument is the independent variable and purchase
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intention and narrative believability are the two outcome variables. Narrative 

believability was treated as an outcome variable in line with NPT. Since the 

main objective was to compare two groups receiving different treatments, the 

effects were tested using MANCOVA. Given that both study 2 and 3 reveal a 

significant relationship of the independent variable to narrative believability, 

there is an argument for investigating whether narrative believability acts as 

mediator between story/argument (as IV) and purchase intention as (DV) while 

treating objective knowledge as moderator of the relationships between 

story/argument and narrative believability.  

• Future research could also look at multiple types of content that may include

not just text but also video comparing these across different operators (e.g.,

universities) and contexts. Given that s universities are increasingly making use

of video as part of their content it would be useful to compare results from

universities to those of other online goods and services providers.

• Recently, Yeuh and Zheng (2019) have proposed a new 13-item scale which is

intended to measure the effectiveness of a story. They operationalise

effectiveness of a story as having four components, namely: narrative

processing, affect, brand attitude and purchase intention. Future research can

make use of this scale in tandem with other techniques suggested above to

measure the effectiveness of stories as opposed to other form of text content.

• Weber and Grauer (2019) report that the use of storytelling as a tool to explain

innovation, is at times overly optimistic. They argue that this may also have

adverse effects. Certainly, their paper opens a new route for researchers,

especially those that have considered storytelling as an effective

communication tool.

5.5 Research limitations 

This section provides details about the research limitations of the four studies and 

makes suggestions for using the above model for future research. Any generalisation of 
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the findings in this research to other populations beyond those considered must be done 

cautiously in view of the limitations of each of the four studies.  

5.5.1 Study 1 

This study has a number of limitations that need to be borne in mind. First, given the 

qualitative nature of the methodology employed, the analysis suffers from a degree of 

subjectivity. Customer satisfaction researchers (e.g., Bitner & Hubbert, 1994; Oliver, 

1993) have traditionally adopted the use of psychometric measures as their preferred 

method of data collection. The advantages and disadvantage of such an approach have 

been comprehensively debated (e.g., Oppenheim, 1992) so that this research, which 

employs terms that customers themselves use, can be said to provide an interesting 

alternative to the investigation of customer satisfaction and narrative force. However, 

while Leximancer adopts a standard approach in its analyses that considerably reduces 

the level of subjectivity in the results provided, in the case of Diction this is less so. The 

latter programme counts words characterised as optimistic or pessimistic based on 

linguistic theory (Hart 1997; 2000a; 2000b; 2001) and it is unable to provide an analysis 

of language that is conditional on the context of the statement. Notwithstanding, the 

approach offers an interesting alternative method to look at constructs that can 

potentially provide useful insights to the understanding of customer satisfaction and 

other related constructs as expressed directly by customers themselves.  

Second, given the nature of the sample, the reported reviews that have been collected 

are likely resulting from single encounters rather than the effect of various repeat visits. 

Therefore, the customer satisfaction that is being considered in this research is primarily 

encounter rather than overall satisfaction. While this is not necessarily a negative point, 

the issue of encounter satisfaction merits further research. 

A third issue relates to the internal validity of the constructs of customer satisfaction 

and narrative force. The overall rating score for a restaurant provided by reviewers on 

TripAdvisor is being treated as an indication of customer satisfaction and the narrative 

is therefore assumed to be about customer satisfaction. Similarly, in the case of 

narrative force it is possible to question whether the Diction formula employed to 
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capture the construct of narrative force is actually doing so or whether it is capturing 

something quite different. Future research could investigate further the internal validity 

aspect by looking at possible correlations with other measures of the same constructs. 

A fourth limitation concerns the sample employed. Despite using a huge data sample 

consisting of all consumption stories provided by reviewers on TripAdvisor, this study 

focuses solely on fine restaurants in Stockholm and therefore any generalisations to 

other fine restaurants in different countries, restaurants in different categories and other 

service industries need to be undertaken with caution. Moreover, only TripAdvisor is 

being used as a data source when other review sites are also available. This suggests 

the possible extension of the research to customer satisfaction in restaurants in other 

categories, in other countries, and from other review sites. It is also possible to look 

beyond customer satisfaction to consider customers’ narratives of other constructs like 

service quality and customer loyalty and to look at other industries besides restaurants. 

A fifth limitation concerns the identity of the persons posting reviews on TripAdvisor. 

To what extent are the narratives collected reflective of genuine customer experiences 

and to what extent, if any, are some of the reviews either intentionally posted as part of 

the marketing activities of the restaurant or by possible competitors or detractors? The 

data collection treated all reviews as genuine and given that 9650 reviews were 

collected, it was not practical to try to decipher such behaviour. It is hoped that the 

percentage of such occurrences is relatively low and the large nature of the sample 

collected can overcome this concern.  

The collected consumption experiences are skewed toward positive reviews. This is to 

be expected for two reasons. First, the high-end expensive fine-dining restaurants in 

Stockholm that were sampled strive to offer an excellent service with an emphasis on 

service quality. They hold their rank because of their success. Second, a positive 

skewness in the sample is also consistent with a bias toward positivity in language used 

(e.g., Boucher & Osgood 1969; Jurafsky et al., 2014; Potts 2010). Ultimately, The 

resultant positive skewness of the data in the sample means that when reviews are being 

comparted there are proportionally less reviews that are negative or in between. 

A final limitation concerns the focus of this research which is restricted to English 

language reviews. It has been assumed that those who provided reviews in English were 
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tourists. This may not be altogether true as English is widely spoken in Sweden and 

tourists may also use other languages. The decision to proceed in this manner was 

primarily driven by practical considerations. However, future research could possibly 

look at reviews in different languages for the same ranked category of restaurants with 

a view to investigating whether equivalent results to those reported are observed across 

reviews in different languages.  

5.5.2 Study 2 

In study 2 there are a number of limitations too. First, there is an underlying assumption 

that subjects have the same level of knowledge about smart TVs. It is likely that there 

can be considerable variability on this aspect among customers. Put simply, would a 

consumer who is highly knowledgeable about smart TVs react in the same way as a 

less knowledgeable one when reading technical and argument-based or story-based 

reviews? Future research could consider controlling for product knowledge to better 

determine the impact of different reviews on narrative believability and purchase 

intention. 

Second, subjects may not have had the same levels of reading capability. This was 

partially mitigated during the experiment design stage by getting three marketing 

communication practitioners to check the treatments to be used for readability. A 

further mitigating factor is that subjects all had at least completed secondary level 

education and 58.4% had completed tertiary education. Nevertheless, future research 

could include a short readability test at the start of the questionnaire, to address this 

limitation. Third, the treatment employed in the research sought to compare text 

content; it did not use pictures or video. Of course, in the real world, marketing 

narratives can also use visuals and colours to impact customers. Therefore, future 

research, especially if it looks beyond online reviews, would need to also consider the 

role of visuals and colour.  

Fourth, the research used reviews of high-end 4K smart TVs as treatment. It is 

conceivable that the price tag normally associated with these products may prompt a 

more careful and objective analysis of specification. Also, our study only presented 

technical and argument-based or story-based narratives to subjects and they could not 
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choose what they wished to read. Future research could investigate products offered at 

different price points as well as more alternatives of content besides the technical and 

argument-based and story-based narratives that was presented.  

Finally, the narrative believability scale by Yale (2013) was adapted to a marketing 

context and used with customers of a Southern European rather than US respondents. 

The nomological net of narrative believability requires further elaboration including if 

and how it impacts purchase intention. Moreover, with respect to the normative 

believability scale, although the results of this research provided acceptable support for 

the psychometric properties of the instrument, further testing is desirable. The items of 

the scale bear a certain degree of similarity to each other and future improvement of the 

measure could look at rewording some questions which may in turn contribute to higher 

and clearer loadings on the intended factors (Lindwall et al., 2012; Roszkowski & 

Soven, 2010). In addition, future studies could also consider creating a shorter version 

of the scale that would facilitate data collection across different contexts. 

5.5.3 Study 3 

Study 3 also has a number of limitations. its focus is text-based reviews and it did not 

make use of pictures that are commonly also found on reviewing website. Would the 

effect of the online reviews be different if pictures or short video clips of smart TVs are 

included? Second, the sample used consisted of respondents recruited via Facebook 

ads. The profile of respondents may not be ideally representative of the general 

population, but the reach of Facebook is such that a sufficiently broad sample is likely 

to have been captured. Notwithstanding, it would be interesting to capture a broader 

array of demographic variables that could allow better demographic profiling of 

consumer categories that could potentially be used for segmentation purposes. Third, 

the treatment in the experiment was restricted to text not exceeding 144 words. Would 

the results vary with longer treatment texts? Fourth, the absence of multivariate 

normality for the dependent reflected in a significant Levene’s test was overcome by 

looking at Pillai's trace and a higher alpha score. Since this was a concern, further 

testing showed that both independent variables were negatively skewed but when log10 

variables were created for them the Levene’s test was no longer significant and 
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rerunning the MANCOVA with these new log10 variables did not materially change 

results thereby providing comfort for the MANCOVA results obtained. Finally, the 

focus of this research is smart TVs and any generalization to other products must be 

undertaken with caution. An interesting question and basis for future research is 

whether the same findings would result from other product categories. A smart TV 

represents a costly product that consumers normally perceive as a long-term asset for 

their household. Would a similar effect result if instead of this expensive tangible 

product the study focused on a costly long-term service such as tertiary education or 

time-share accommodation? Similarly, would similar results occur if the focus shifts 

from durable goods to other product categories like fast moving consumer goods? A 

replication of the research using a range of products could make for an interesting study 

and comparison. 

5.5.4 Study 4 

Although it is evident in study 4 that the story-based content has significantly reduced 

bounce rate and increased average staying time, it is not possible to be entirely sure 

whether this is related to some other variables that were not accounted for. We have no 

information about of the 15% of visitors that did not bounce back after reading the 

argument-based content and went on to read other webpages. It is possible that, 

although fewer, these may have been more persuaded than the 60% that clicked through 

to another page after reading the story-based content. 

The number of words used for the story-based text was more than that used for the 

argument-based text and not surprisingly this took longer to read. Although there is no 

reason why this would impact the bounce rate, it could have affected the measurement 

of the average time spent on the website. Both the student recruiter and the script editor 

writing the story-based content that was used as treatment felt that more words were 

required to effectively communicate the story in this case. 

Third, when the study was conducted, the University used in the study was in the 

process of revamping its website. The webpages with the treatment were posted to the 
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new version whilst completion of online applications occurred on the older version. 

This made it impossible to trace the click through to the online application page. Future 

studies could track the click through to subsequent pages leading to the online 

application. This would not only provide richer data on website stickiness but would 

also shed light on the persuasive potential of such content. 

Fourth, bounce rates must be analysed with caution. In an attempt, to interact with 

visitors, both webpages used for this experiment showed the contact details of a 

recruiter. Visitors who may have preferred to send an email or make telephonic contact 

after reading the text were not considered as click throughs but as exhibiting a 100% 

bounce rate. The bounce rate provided by Google Analytics does not distinguish 

between a single page viewer that stayed on the webpage for five seconds and another 

that stayed for five minutes. The bounce rate is a first indicator, but it does not reveal 

information about the time users took to read the landing page. Similarly, measurement 

of the average time spent on a website also have their limitations. If a visitor reads a 

webpage and leaves it to open an invisible tab and returns to the opened page and click 

on a provided link after a long time this would significantly affect the calculation of the 

average time spent. The average time spent metric from Google Analytics does not 

include the time spent on the last page because it computes the average by subtracting 

the difference in timestamps received. This means that average time on a website may 

be lower that the true value of the duration of a session. 

Fifth, it could be argued that textual content used by some universities does have an 

explicit plot because there is an evident attempt to demonstrate the benefits of studying 

at the particular institution. However, this study treats such content as argument-based 

as such content is closer to the right-hand-side of the Deighton et al. (1989) continuum. 

This was also supported by the panel of experts chosen who confirmed that such text 

has no plot, no characters, is based on tangible factors and is narrated in a way that 

invites readers to evaluate the content objectively.  

Sixth, the study assumes that the visitors have identical web browsing knowledge. 

Velasquez (2012) distinguishes between amateurs and experienced users and argues 

that the former can take longer to find what they are searching for. This factor may 
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impact the metric for average time spent on the website, but students are generally 

pretty apt at surfing websites.  

Finally, this study represents a single investigation with just two types of content at a 

single university that have been identified as argument- and story-based narratives. As 

discussed in section 4.4.7, the creation of the story-based text for this study followed a 

rigorous process. However, the inclusion of characters and vivid descriptions have 

introduced different details which were not mentioned in the argument-based text and 

this may have impacted the results. Although the twenty subjects who pre-tested the 

content were able to clearly differentiate the two texts used, it cannot be completely 

ruled out that this had no effect on the final field experiment.  

5.5.5 Other limitations 

The chosen contexts, which were influenced by Shostack (1977) classification of 

products and services, are very specific and further replication is required to confirm 

the results obtained in the different studies of this research. One important observation 

in this respect is that the findings in studies 2 and 4 appear to contradict each other. 

Thus, in study 2 that dealt with smart TVs, the shorter story-based text of less than 144 

words was preferred to the longer text while in study 4 the story-based webpage which 

was preferred was actually longer than the argument-based text. It would appear that 

this is because the argument-based text was also very technical, and this may have 

affected readability. The aspect of readability was not considered in either of the 

studies. The reason for the result could also be related to the respondents in the sample. 

Thus, while in study 2 subjects were required to read the text, in study 4 subjects who 

were invited to visit the webpage through a targeted advert probably already had an 

interest in studying abroad. More research is required in this regard. Therefore, any 

generalisation of the findings to other populations beyond those considered must be 

done with caution. 

This thesis focuses on textual content which is increasingly being replaced or 

supplemented by videography. However, as previously discussed it is evident that 

textual content remains highly sought and relevant long discourse of UGC and PGC 
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videos is more difficult to analyse through content analysis tools since it would need to 

be transcribed from audio to text before it can be used for further analyses. Use of video 

in experiments and analysis of video voice over discourse may lead to different results 

which would be of interest to this growing online industry. 

NPT is primarily concerned with persuasion, which ultimately leads to behavioural 

intention. Over the last thirty years, multiple researchers have focused on mechanisms 

of narrative persuasion. An important element has been the focus on narrative 

transportation by Green and Brock (2000). The authors investigated the narrative 

transportation process and proposed a narrative transportation scale. They define 

narrative transportation as: “a convergent mental process, a focusing of attention, that 

may occur in response to either fiction or nonfiction. The components of transportation 

include emotional reactions, mental imagery, and a loss of access to real-world 

information; the resulting transportation may be a mechanism for narrative-based belief 

change” (p. 703). 

Green and Brock (2000) hold that narrative transportation is an immersion into the text 

and this is different from cognitive elaboration (See Petty & Cacioppo, 1981, p. 702) 

where “elaboration implies critical attention to major points of an argument”. Put 

simply “Elaboration leads to attitude change via logical consideration and evaluation 

of arguments, whereas “transportation may lead to persuasion through other 

mechanisms” (p. 702) including “an integrative melding of attention, imagery, and 

feelings”. 

Although narrative transportation appears to play an important role in narrative process 

this research did not include it for a reason. Thus, Green and Brock (2000) note that 

other forms of communication might also stimulate narrative transportation but suggest 

that this usually occurs in response to story-based content. Therefore, their narrative 

transportation scale is applicable to story-based narratives and may not be suitable for 

testing argument-based reviews. Moreover, Yale (2013), reports a strong relationship 

between narrative believability and narrative transportation and confirms that narrative 

believability is a better predictor of an outcome verdict than narrative transportation.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1  

Argumentative/technical short review used for studies two and three 

By Steve May November 25, 2017 

Getting 4K-HDR right is no easy task. TV manufacturers have tried a variety of 

technologies and techniques to solve the challenge of high peak brightness, often 

making image quality worse rather than better. 

The ultimate LCD solution is widely thought to be full array backlighting with local 

dimming. So-called FALD-LED screens give better results with HDR than edge-lit 

LED, but have typically been limited to super-large screen sizes. No longer is that the 

case. 

With its XE90 series, BRAND is offering the technology on the full range of the 

XE90’s screen sizes, from the massive 75-inch screen down to the petite 49-incher, 

effectively making FALD available to all enthusiasts. That said, the XE90 model we 

have here, a 55-incher, comes in at £1,700, but the series is also available in 49-, 65- 

and 75-inch sizes if you need something a bit larger. 

Highly recommended! 

Argumentative/technical long review used for study two 

By Steve May November 25, 2017 

Getting 4K-HDR right is no easy task. TV manufacturers have tried a variety of 

technologies and techniques to solve the challenge of high peak brightness, often 

making image quality worse rather than better. 

The ultimate LCD solution is widely thought to be full array backlighting with local 

dimming. So-called FALD-LED screens give better results with HDR than edge-lit 

LED, but have typically been limited to super-large screen sizes. No longer is that the 

case. 
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With its XE90 series, BRAND is offering the technology on the full range of the 

XE90’s screen sizes, from the massive 75-inch screen down to the petite 49-incher, 

effectively making FALD available to all enthusiasts. That said, the XE90 model we 

have here, a 55-incher, comes in at £1,700, but the series is also available in 49-, 65- 

and 75-inch sizes if you need something a bit larger. 

When it comes to design, BRAND continues to knock the ball out of the park on its TV 

line-up. 

The XE90 has a premium-looking thin matt black bezel, offset with aluminium trim, 

while the silver-slate pedestal stand provides crafty cable management. This central 

support marks a refreshing alternative to screen-wide feet which almost never fit on 

non-Ikea TV furniture. The set is moderately slim, given the provision of a direct 

backlight, but it still comes with a sizable power brick which you'll need to 

accommodate and could complicate wall mounting somewhat. 

The set has four HDMI inputs (one back facing, the others side-mounted), all of which 

are 4K HDCP 2.2 compliant. This means you’ve plenty of room for 4K Blu-ray, games 

consoles and set top boxes. There’s also a component AV input, three USBs (one of 

which is a fast blue 3.0 variant), and an optical digital audio output for outboard sound 

systems. Ethernet and Wi-Fi are standard. 

The set ships with the same rubber-keyed remote we saw on BRAND’s 2016 TVs, 

much to our chagrin. With barely raised buttons, it doesn’t offer a great user experience. 

That rubbery surface also picks up fluff non-stop, making your new investment look 

rather unkempt. There’s an IR blaster in the box, so you can control other devices using 

the BRAND remote. 

Overall, the BRAND XE90 is a great HDR TV that occupies a sweet spot between 

performance and price. UHD image clarity is excellent, colour performance luscious 

and its HDR delivery adds just the right level of zing 

The XE90 is an HDR screen for the rest of us. The direct LED backlight with local 

dimming offers delicious screen uniformity. Inky blacks are largely free of the 

splotches seen on edge-lit sets, and contrast is high. It’s not in the same league as 

OLED, but for the price it’s hard to do better. Fine detail and motion resolution are 

class leading. 
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There’s some bloom around peak highlights on black backgrounds, which could be 

solved by a greater density of LED backlights (but then the price would rise too). The 

remote control feels cheap in the hand. 

With superb 4K image clarity, powerful SDR-to-HDR remastering, and a smooth direct 

LED backlight, BRAND is offering something very different with the XE90. We loved 

the consistency of its images, the eye-popping vibrancy of its wide colour gamut panel 

and its easy-to-watch HDR – you get spectral highlights without accompanying eye 

fatigue. 

Given this set’s high-but-fair price point, any niggles we have are negligible. The XE90 

comes highly recommended and is deserving of our Best in Class award. 

Short story used for studies two and three.  

Review posted online by Ben Jacobs on November 25, 2017 

Last week my partner and I were invited to our friends’ house to watch the opening of 

the world cup on their new BRAND smart TV.  

Back home we could not stop imagining this massive screen in our living room. The 

following weekend we went to a nearby store ‘to have a look’. Our eyes fell on this 

BRAND model which was showing an animated movie. The pictures were brighter 

than any other TV in the store. We decided! In no time this massive flat box was in my 

brother’s minivan and we spent the evening assembling it until we managed to switch 

it on. 

Every evening we look forward to finding a place on the couch browsing on our 75” 

incher. I never imagined that a smart TV has so many features! It offers a new 

experience every time we switch it on. 
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Long story used for study two 

Review posted online by Ben Jacobs on November 25, 2017 

Since we were kids my friend Jeff and I have always watched the opening game of the 

World Cup and European cup together at Jeff’s house. Jeff’s father has always been a 

TV enthusiast and had this ritual of buying the best TV that was available on the market 

every four years. As expected, Jeff inherited this tradition from his father. He starts 

searching online for the ‘best’ TV in the market at least six months in advance of this 

blessed opening match. Last world cup was no exception. Jeff called me as he used to 

do when we were kids, to tell me that he ordered a 75-inch BRAND smart TV. I have 

heard the term smart TV before, but I never really bothered to learn the advantages of 

such set over the LCD or LED screen.  

The big day arrived, and my partner Jasmine and I were invited to our friend Jeff’s 

house to watch the opening of the world cup on their new BRAND smart TV. His wife 

prepared food for all of us, like his mother used to do when we were kids. When he 

switched on the TV, I immediately realised that this was way ahead in both picture and 

sound of what I was accustomed to. This time around we have hardly watched the match 

because we kept switching from one app to another. I never imagined that the 

introduced connectivity to the internet has brought so much change to this TV. After 

the match their eldest son gave us a detailed demonstration of how it works. I had no 

idea that smart TVs offer such a wide range of functions and services!  

When Jasmine and I went back home that night, I could not stop imagining this massive 

screen in our living room. That night we did not talk much about the TV because we 

very tired but the following weekend we headed to a popular nearby store ‘to have a 

look’. As we entered Jasmine's eyes immediately fell on this new BRAND model which 

was showing the animated cartoon Cars 3. The colours of the picture were clearly 

brighter than that of any other TV that was displayed on that day. The salesperson who 

was observing us from the moment we entered the store, offered us help and he 

enthusiastically gave us an endless list of features, which I admit I found it hard to 

understand. We were already decided, and the salesman rational and technical 

descriptions hardly influenced our decision. In less than an hour this massive flat box 

was in my brother’s minivan as the store does not deliver on a Saturday.  
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At home, we ordered our favourite take away pizza and spent the entire evening 

assembling the set and connecting all the wires. I am usually baffled by technology, but 

this smart TV is easy to install and use. Every evening, Jasmine and I look forward to 

finding a soft place on the couch browsing Netflix, YouTube and Internet on our 75” 

inch super screen. I never really imagined the huge difference between a smart TV and 

the dumber older version until I experienced it in my own living room. It truly offers a 

new experience for all of us every time we switch it on. Even my cat is struggling to 

figure out that the picture is not real after all!   

Appendix 2 – Objective Knowledge questions. 

1.What is a hybrid TV?
A more advanced smart TV 
Another term for smart TV* 
An LED TV connected to an android Box 
An earlier version of smart TV 
I don't know 

2.What does FALD stand for?
Full Array Local Dimming 
Full Array Local Dimension* 
Fading Array Local Dimming 
Fading Array Local Dimension 
I don't know 

3. FALD displays have:
An edge light across the bottom 
A more colourful picture 
Lighting zones all around the screen of the TV* 
The highest possible colour resolution 
I don't know 

4.What is the basic difference between an LED and OLED (Organic Light Emitting
Diode display technology)?

LED picture has a better contrast than OLED 
IN OLED display all the pixels in an LCD TV are illuminated by an LED 
backlight, while in all LED display all each pixel provides its own 
illumination 
OLED is generally bulkier than LED 
In OLED display each pixel provides its own illumination, while all the pixels 
in an LCD TV are illuminated by an LED backlight* 
I don't know 
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5.Why are smart TVs called so?
They are connected to the internet*.  
They have a better picture and audio that any other TVs in the market 
They have programme catch up options  
You can pair them with your smartphone 
I don’t know 

*correct answers

Appendix 3 – Story and argument-based text and advert used for Study 4. 

Advert used on Facebook  

Argument based-content 

Lying at the cross-roads of the Mediterranean, the University of Malta has been, over 

its 400-year history, the hub for international academic exchange on the island. The 

University of Malta is the highest teaching institution in Malta and its structures are in 

line with the Bologna Process. The language of instruction is English and about 12 per 

cent of the student population is international. A preparatory Foundation Studies 

Course enables international high school students who have completed their secondary 

or high-school education overseas, but who do not have the necessary entry 
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requirements, to qualify for admission to an undergraduate degree course at the 

University of Malta. A few scholarships are available for 2018 intake. 

The University is geared towards the infrastructural and industrial needs of the country 

so as to provide expertise in crucial fields. Well over 3,000 students graduate in various 

disciplines annually. The degree courses at the University are designed to produce 

highly-qualified professionals in multiple disciplines, such as engineering, science, 

ICT, humanities and business. The full-time day programmes are free for all EU citizen 

whilst the tuition-fees for non-EU citizen are significantly lower than those of the 

neighbouring countries. 

Since Malta is a member of the European Union (EU) and is within the Schengen Zone, 

a Maltese residence permit also gives students access to multiple EU states. Malta is 

also a safe place, enjoying excellent weather (300 days of sunshine per year), a vibrant 

nightlife and an all-year varied cultural programme. Boasting of a robust economy with 

a cost of living lower than that of its neighbouring countries, and given its relatively 

small size, Malta is considered as the ideal place for students to study. 

Click on the links below for information about postgraduate and undergraduate 

programmes: 

Business programmes 

Engineering programmes 

Science programmes 

Humanities 

Health Sciences 

ICT 

Medicine and Surgery 

Applications and general entry requirements for undergraduate and postgraduate 

courses and scholarships are available here. If you are interested in learning more 

about the University of Malta contact us on: mario.l.cassar@um.edu.mt or send 

messages via WhatsApp to +356 7940 7150. 

Read more about UM. 
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Story-based textual content. 

I started working as a student recruiter at the University of Malta in 2009. That was the 

year the University started to award dual degree courses in collaboration with a number 

of international universities. I realised then that this institution, which had been serving 

the Maltese since 1592, had the potential to become an international university. 

Together with the help of a team of dedicated people, which included professors coming 

from various disciplines and staff from our International Office, we rolled up our 

sleeves and started campaigning through various online channels. I soon understood 

that no one tells the University of Malta story better than our students and, ultimately, 

we as student recruiters have to make sure that these stories reach the potential 

audience. I vividly remember one of my first encounters with an international student 

whose comments about her experience in Malta and at the University impressed me for 

years that followed. She recalled seeing the entire island from the window of the plane 

as it approached Malta, which prompted her to turn to the passenger sitting next to her 

and ask: 'Is it possible that on such a small island there is a university?' 

Sure there is! Although smallness is generally considered a disadvantage, we have 

learnt from our alumni that this has its pluses: 'I feel that I belong' … 'I am not a 

number'… 'I am going to miss the corner convenience shop where I bumped into 

friendly people from my neighbourhood almost every day' ... 'I feel safe and protected 

in Malta' … 'the Schengen visa allowed me to fly to the mainland whenever I had free 

time or found low cost airline deals'… 'A small island that shines with the sun' … 

Today, in 2018, our effort is bearing fruit. Almost 12% of the students are international, 

coming from several countries. The numbers have grown over the past ten years, and 

the demand for our programmes is on a par with that of other universities in 

neighbouring countries. Engineering, Business, ICT and Science programmes are 

amongst the most popular with undergraduate students, whilst Humanities are highly 

sought after by postgraduates. We take especial pride in our medical programme, which 

attracts numerous applicants from all over the globe. 
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I concede that the application process for academic programmes and scholarships may 

at times be tedious because we request your academic documents and related personal 

documents for verification, but rest assured that, ultimately, it is worth the effort. I 

guarantee that this will lead to an unforgettable student experience in Malta, generally 

defined by the majority of our alumni as 'With life in Malta being so easy, studying 

cannot be much harder'. 

Contact me on mario.l.cassar@um.edu.mt or message me on WhatsApp number +356 

7940 7150 if you are interested in learning more about University of Malta. 

Read more about UM. 


