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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background 

Branding has become crucial for startup companies (Ruzzier & Ruzzier, 2015) because 

a good brand is able to stand out from others in the perception of consumers. Therefore, 

start-ups can grow faster if they can build strong and positive images in consumers’ 

mind. However, brand building is a long and challenging process from reaching 

potential customers to acquiring customers for any newly-established companies 

because of their young age. In brand building, startups should be aware that, before 

making a purchase decision, consumers would judge the brand on four dimensions: 

quality, credibility, consideration, and superiority (Keller, 2013). Among these 

dimensions, credibility is the most difficult to build.  

 

Goldsmith (1999) cited by Walker and Kent (2012: 343) finds that the performance of 

companies is positively influenced by credibility. In fact, this trait is crucial for 

businesses of any sizes in today’s extremely competitive free market. It is because 

credibility positively influences purchase intentions of consumers by reducing risks they 

may feel such as scams and low quality products. 

 

As significantly more people have turned to online shopping, building credibility on the 

Internet is important. One of the ways to build online credibility is to use rating and 

review systems. With reviews, customers can offer their past experiences, which helps 

other consumers shape a first impression about the products. Nowadays, consumers 

often rely on this kind of e-Word of mouth (e-WOM) to make a purchase decision 

because it helps them to save time in doing research before buying and to lower 

purchase risks. Therefore, the credibility of companies will increase if customer reviews 

recommend their products or services. 

 

Aware of the importance of managing customer reviews, this study will focus on reviews 

that Facebook users post on Facebook pages of start-ups. The reason is that, in the 

digital world, Facebook is the most used social network. This platform has significantly 



7 
 
 

 

extended the opportunity of businesses, especially startups, to boost their profits. Even 

with low budgets, newly established enterprises now have a chance to expand their 

market quickly through this connective social platform. Unavoidably, a review system, 

which is not anonymous, for this platform has emerged to help consumers assess 

companies and make purchase decisions. Therefore, enterprises should pay attention 

to the reviews on their Facebook pages to have the most effective action to increase the 

credibility of the companies. 

 

Because of the need of customer reviews, understanding the importance of Facebook 

reviews is essential for startups present on Facebook to build credibility. Looking at the 

number and the quality of reviews, and the collection of reviewers may help startups 

plan the next steps to improve their performance. 

 

 

1.2. Research problem 

While there have been a large number of studies about online customer reviews, more 

attention should still be paid to Facebook reviews and other similar review systems. It is 

because a large proportion of review systems, which have been studied, have 

anonymous reviewers whereas in social media platforms like Facebook, reviewers have 

profiles with posts and photos. This difference between the two types of systems 

highlights the importance of studying the type of Facebook review system as reviewer 

profile helps consumers assess the credibility of reviews more easily (Hajli et al., 2015). 

 

Furthermore, reviewer profile can be evaluated separately and aggregately to help 

consumers assess the credibility of reviews. However, while individual reviewer profile 

has been studied, profile in aggregate has only been studied on the level of company 

credibility, but not on the micro-level of review credibility. Moreover, although the 

influence of the quality on the credibility of reviews has already been studied, the 

influence of the quantity on that has not been investigated. Therefore, this thesis aims to 
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enrich the discussion about the credibility of Facebook reviews by studying the effect of 

the profile of reviewers in aggregate and the quantity on perceived credibility of reviews. 

 

 

1.3. Research questions 

Aiming to address the research problem, this thesis is meant to answer the following 

questions:  

 How lowly credible reviews affect the perceived credibility of start-ups? 

 How a small quantity of reviews affects the perceived credibility of reviews? 

 How a diversified collection of reviewer profile affects review credibility? 

 
 

1.4. Research objectives 

 To explore the effect of the quantity of reviews on the perceived credibility of 

reviews 

 To explore the effect of the collection of reviewers’ profile on the perceived 

credibility of reviews 

 
 

1.4. Key definitions 

Credibility: Credibility is the extent to which companies are perceived as being reliable 

by consumers. This trait is important for companies to create a strong image and hence, 

to attract and encourage consumers to make purchases. Therefore, it saves costs of 

promotion in the long run. 

WOM: Word of mouth (WOM) refers to recommendation of customers to prospective 

customers and can appear in oral or written forms. WOM is useful and essential to 
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consumers nowadays because it saves time in decision making and lowers purchase 

risks (Walsh et al., 2004)  

e-WOM: Electronic word of mouth (e-WOM) is a digital form of traditional word of mouth.  

E-WOM is of increasing importance because in this era of virtual world, a digital 

message can reach millions of people. 

Review: Reviews are publicly visible evaluations about purchase-related experience 

generated by customers. 

Start-up: Startup is defined by Teeter and Whelan-Berry (2008) as the beginning stage 

of companies. In this Facebook marketing-related study, start-ups will refer to 

companies less than 2 years old which have less than 1000 fans (page likes) on 

Facebook. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
Researchers have always stressed the importance of credibility in brand building for 

companies (Walker & Kent, 2012; Keller, 2013; Ruzzier & Ruzzier, 2015). It is because 

credibility can positively influence consumer attitude towards the brand, encouraging 

buying intention of consumers.  Therefore, building trust is critical for the success of 

enterprises, especially in today's extremely competitive business environment. 

 

Along with breakthroughs of technology, online marketing emerged as a powerful tool in 

developing credibility for businesses. Indeed, it has evolutionarily changed the way 

entities communicate with and rely on consumers through the Internet. Companies can 

now provide information under various forms and with different purposes at low costs to 

prove expertise and goodwills (Patrutiu Baltes, 2015). On the other hand, consumers 

can search for information, which is often easily accessed, about ventures to lower the 

purchase risks. Indeed, customer review has become increasingly important to 

consumers in deciding whether to buy products or services or not (Walsh et al.,2004; 

Jensen et al., 2013; Zhou and Duan, 2016). This kind of e-word of mouth (e-WOM) and 

social media has been the focus of much literature to study their impact on companies 

(Nambisan, 2002; Dellarocas, 2003; Walsh et al., 2004; Rapp et al., 2013; Levy & Gvili; 

2015). Despite the undeniable importance of e-WOM to businesses, some researchers 

raise the question of credibility of these sources (Kulmala et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2015). 

 

Among many social networks, Facebook has expanded its market share quickly and 

become the most used one in the world. This leads to enterprises leveraging this 

platform to broaden customer base and develop trustworthiness. Hence, many authors 

including Yang (2012) and Hsin-Chen (2017) have written about the impact of Facebook 

on the performance of entities. 

 

This literature review, therefore, will investigate what has been discussed related to the 

use of digital world in building credibility of companies, especially startups.  The purpose 

is to propose hypotheses about credibility of Facebook reviews, which will be tested in 
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later parts of the study. At the end, a conceptual framework will summarize the 

hypotheses and place them among the existing literature related to this topic. 

 

 

 2.1. Concepts 

Credibility 

Wathen and Burkell (2002: 135) cites Self (1996) in defining “credibility” as 

trustworthiness and expertise. In the same article, they also extend the definition of 

“credibility” to dynamism, likability, and goodwill.  In general, credibility is the extent to 

which companies are perceived as being reliable by consumers. Highly credible sources 

can communicate more persuasively than lowly credible ones (Walker & Kent, 2012). 

Therefore, startups should employ methods to build trust in consumers in order to more 

effectively communicate advertising messages and to positively influence consumer 

buying decision. 

 

In this study, ‘credibility’ of reviews will be measured based on their trustworthiness and 

influential power while ‘credibility’ of start-ups will be measured by their reliability to 

bring what is promised, likability, and goodwill. 

 

Startup 

Sihler et al. (2004) states that a startup is a company whose business plan has not 

become evident to work. Teeter and Whelan-Berry (2008) defines startup as the 

beginning stage of companies, which involves developing business plans for the 

companies to enter the market. In this Facebook marketing-related study, startups will 

refer to companies less than 2 years old which have less than 1000 fans (page likes) on 

Facebook. These enterprises may lack credibility because of their young age. 
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e-Word of mouth (e-WOM) 

Electronic word of mouth is a digital form of traditional word of mouth. Researchers 

have emphasized the importance of both types of WOM for their huge impacts on 

businesses (Anderson, 1998; Walsh et al., 2004; Handley, 2015; Levy and Gvili, 2015). 

Among the ideas, Walsh et al. (2004) states that consumers resort to other consumers’ 

purchase experience to save time when making a buying decision and to lower 

purchase risks. Therefore, WOM can affect the sales of companies. Moreover, along 

with the expansion of virtual world, e-WOM should be paid great attention to because a 

digital message can reach millions of people nowadays. In this article, e-WOM will 

appear under the form of customer reviews on Facebook. 

 

Customer reviews are publicly visible evaluations about purchase-related experience 

generated by customers. These public feedbacks bring great values for both consumers 

and companies (Nambisan, 2002). They can be positive or negative depending on the 

level of satisfaction of customers with companies on various aspects such as products 

and services. 

 

  

2.2. Hypotheses development 

Impact of review credibility on company credibility 

Digital networks have significantly facilitated two-way communication since its 

conception (Dellarocas, 2003). Today, not only businesses but also consumers can 

create the content of a Facebook page that is visible to all other users. This interactivity 

can be done by Facebookers commenting on posts, leaving their shop experience as 

reviews. As Walsh et al. (2004) states that consumers resort to online comments to 

save time when making purchase decision and to lower purchase risks. Moreover, 

positive feedback can raise the sales of businesses (Rapp et al., 2013). As a result, it 

can be inferred that customer reviews can increase the credibility for startup companies. 
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Therefore, it is no longer the messages which businesses deliver to consumers that 

play the main role in deciding the amount of sales. Morris et al. (2016) states that 

marketing communications originated from Facebook users appear more credible than 

those from marketers. Logically, customer reviews are critical to any companies 

because good reviews can increase their credibility while bad ones may destroy their 

reputation. In fact, in the context of intense competition and savvy consumers in this era, 

experience from other people greatly contributes to the decision of consumers to 

purchase or not. Companies are more relying on this kind of word-of-mouth and trying 

to avoid lavish advertising (Keller, 2013). Thus, having positive reviews by customers is 

essential to build trust. 

 

However, consumers may not completely believe in e-word of mouth (e-WOM) because 

they are aware that reviews may be generated or manipulated by marketers (Kulmala et 

al., 2013; Lee et al., 2015). Reinforcing this idea, Dellarocas (2003) states that it is easy 

and often free to create a new identity and cheat other users. In other words, companies 

can create accounts and leave untruthful positive feedback to influence the consumer 

purchase intention. 

 

Fake reviews manipulated by marketers, if detected, of course will reduce the credibility 

of reviews in general of startups. This may logically lead to a decrease in the 

trustworthiness of new ventures. The opposite reasoning that credible reviews increase 

the credibility of startups may not hold true because credible negative reviews can 

discourage consumers in buying products. Therefore, the first hypothesis is posited 

H1: Lowly credible reviews decrease the credibility of startups. 

 

 

User profile and review credibility 

Fortunately, Facebook rating and review system is not anonymous, which eases the 

evaluation by enabling users to assess the credibility of reviewers. Despite the possible 

presence of fake reviews, consumers can reduce the risks of being cheated by 
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untruthful evaluations by checking Facebook profiles of the reviewers. Indeed, many 

authors notice the important role of reviewer profile in helping consumer assess the 

credibility of reviews (Jensen et al., 2013; Hajli et al., 2015; Lim and Van Der Heide, 

2015). If the profiles are created years ago and rich in content, the reviews are more 

credible. In contrast, if the accounts have just been created recently, the reviews are 

highly likely to be perceived as generated by the companies. Along with the content, the 

number of friends also contributes to the perceived credibility of reviewers (Lim and Van 

Der Heide, 2015). Therefore, it is difficult for a startup company which has only one or a 

few members to create many seemingly credible feedbacks themselves. However, this 

point leads to the idea that if there are only several reviews for a startup, these reviews 

may be suspected to be generated by the company, resulting in lower perceived 

credibility of the reviews. 

H2: Too small a number of reviews leads to lower perceived credibility of the 

reviews. 

 

However, the unethical practice may even extend to paying strangers to post positive 

reviews (Lee et al., 2015). This risk makes it difficult for consumers to evaluate the 

credibility of companies based on user profile. Nonetheless, generally the credibility of a 

company can be increased by a collection of socially diversified sources of e-WOM 

(Levy & Gvili, 2015). That is reviewers should have loose connection with each other, 

which may indicate objective opinions of individuals. The diversified collection can 

include people, for example, of different genders, different ages, different levels of 

education, have different lifestyles and interests. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect 

that 

H3: A collection of reviewers from different backgrounds, which include factors like 

age, gender, level of education, lifestyle, and social media profile, can increase the 

perceived credibility of reviews. 
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Review quality and review credibility 

Besides the reviewer profile, credibility of reviews is also demonstrated through the 

content of the reviews. Jensen et al. (2013) found that a review with both positive and 

negative sides, provided that only little negative information is present, increases the 

perceived credibility of the reviewer compared to a purely positive review. In the same 

article, they also point out that given the presence of only a small amount of negative 

information,  a two-sided review which recommends buying the product positively 

influence the purchase intention of consumers. It may be explained that a review with 

both sides of the product appears more objective and thorough, indicating that the 

reviewer truly has experience with the product and possibly expertise. 

 

In addition to increasing credibility, negative reviews can also benefit companies by 

providing the customer expectation about products. Startups should listen to customer 

experience and improve the product performance accordingly to satisfy customer needs. 

  

 

2.3. Control variables 

Individualism vs Collectivism 

Culture plays an undeniable role in shaping customers’ recognition, perspectives, and 

behaviors Because of cultural differences, the same thing can be perceived and 

interpreted differently by different individuals. For example, Yili et al. (2016) states that 

collectivistic individuals are more likely to give reviews which are consistent with the 

average of the community compared to people from individualistic culture. Hence, a 

review may also be perceived in various ways by people from different backgrounds. In 

this study, the cultural aspect of individualism versus collectivism will be taken into 

consideration when testing hypotheses.  
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Age 

Age is another variable that needs to be taken into consideration because Facebook 

users of different age groups may evaluate the same review differently. For example, 

children may believe in online information more easily than adults because they have 

less life experience.  

 

 

Level of education 

Similar to age groups, education level may also be a potential factor that affects 

consumer perception. Consumers at higher education levels who have more knowledge 

are expected to question the information they read more compared to those less 

knowledgeable. 

 

 

2.4. Conceptual framework 

Walker and Kent (2012: 343) cite Goldsmith (1999) to state that credibility has a positive 

influence on the sales of companies. It is because credibility can create a sense of 

reliability for consumers, encouraging their purchase intention. A large number of other 

authors, including Keller (2013) and Ruzzier and Ruzzier (2015), also pays attention to 

the undeniably essential role of trustworthiness in success of companies. What is 

agreed is that building trust is critical for the success of enterprises, especially startups. 

 

As an evolutionary tool of developing credibility, marketing in social media has received 

a large amount of attention. Companies should place great importance on e-WOM, 

particularly customer reviews, because it greatly influences the purchase decision of 

consumers (Nambisan, 2002; Dellarocas, 2003; Walsh et al., 2004; Rapp et al., 2013; 

Levy & Gvili; 2015). However, the credibility of reviews is evaluated by consumers 

(Kulmala et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2015) because they are increasingly aware that there 

may exist fake reviews generated by marketers. In building trustworthiness of customer 
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public feedback, some authors stressed the importance of credible reviewer profile 

(Hajli et al., 2015, Levy and Gvili, 2015) while some paid more attention to the quality of 

reviews (Jensen et al., 2013). 

 

This literature review, therefore, proposes hypotheses about credibility of Facebook 

review system, based on what has been discussed in previous literature. A conceptual 

framework is provided below to summarize the hypotheses and place them in the 

existing literature. 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework 

  



18 
 
 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Questionnaire 

The proposed hypotheses were tested with data collected by conducting an online 

survey. Because this thesis aims to study only the surface of consumer feelings and 

reactions towards review credibility, the author decided to conduct a survey to analyze 

the trend in consumers’ thoughts. Moreover, despite the difficulties in controlling the 

collection of respondents, an online survey was used to reach a large number of people 

in a short period of time due to the time constraint. Furthermore, reaching people who 

use the Internet, an online survey increases the probability of respondents using 

Facebook. Targeting Vietnamese and Finnish people, the survey was posted on 

Facebook and sent privately to a few people to ensure that respondents come from 

different backgrounds. The survey was available in English and Vietnamese so that it 

can reach non-English speaking Vietnamese. It was not available in Finnish because it 

was sent to students in Aalto University School of Business, who speak English.  

 

The first part of the survey was to assess the familiarity of respondents with Facebook 

and shopping on Facebook. The second part asked respondents questions related to 

Facebook customer reviews and customer perceived credibility about start-ups. The 

next part asked for the customer basic information which includes age group and level 

of education. Finally, the last 3 questions were designed to assess the level of 

individualism and collectivism of respondents. The questionnaire is available in the 

appendices of this thesis. 

 

Individualism versus collectivism variable was measured through 3 questions related to 

the main differences between the two sides of this variable: 
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The author decided to only use the 3 most relatable and easily answered questions for 

the purpose of creating a short survey, hence increasing the respondents’ level of 

willingness to complete their responses. To help respondents better understand what 

individualism and collectivism are, a brief description about these two aspects was also 

given before the three questions. 

 

 

3.2. Data collection 

In total, there were 94 responses, of which 9 are discarded because they include 

missing data. Therefore, only 85 legible responses were chosen to test the hypotheses. 

Of these 85 respondents, 70 people are Vietnamese while the other 15 are Finnish. 

Regarding age, 4 respondents are between 0 and 18 years old, 68 are between 19 and 

25 years old, 9 are between 26 and 35 years old and 4 are above 36 years old. These 

data are skewed towards Vietnamese nationality and young age, which affects the 

result of this study. One explanation for the nationality unbalance is that the survey was 
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available in English and Vietnamese, which may have discouraged Finnish people to 

complete the questionnaire. Moreover, young people that are active on Facebook may 

have had more time and energy to fill out the survey. This limitation related to data will 

be stated in the last section of the thesis and will be accompanied by suggestions of the 

author for future studies. 

    

 

Regarding education level, the majority of the respondents (58 people) are college 

students. The second and the third biggest groups are college graduates and 

postgraduate students, which account for 11 and 10 respondents respectively. 

 

To determine if a respondent is individualistic or collectivistic, the author will simply 

calculate the mean of his/her answers to the related three questions. The first answer 

will be coded as 1 while and the second as 2 so that a mean skewed to 1 would mean 

the respondent is individualistic. In contrast, a mean skewed to 2 would mean he/she is 

collectivistic.  
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3.3. Analysis method 

To test the first hypothesis H1: Lowly credible reviews decrease the credibility of 

startups, the questions related to the measures of credibility of start-ups, which are 

ability to bring what is promised, goodwill, and likability, will be used. These questions 

are as below:  

 If you find a part of the reviews of a start-up untruthful, would you think that the 

company can bring what it promises to customers? 

 If you find a part of the reviews of a start-up untruthful, would you think that the 

company has goodwill? 

 If you find a part of the reviews of a start-up untruthful, would it decrease the 

likability of the company even when it might have good factors such as rich page 

content? 

 

Respondents can choose between “Yes” and “No” as the answer to each question. For 

the first two questions, “Yes” is coded as 1 and “No” as 2. In contrast, the third question 

will have “No” as 1 and “Yes” as 2. This follows the logic that a mean skewed to 2 would 

mean that lowly credible reviews decrease the credibility of start-ups while that skewed 

to 1 would reject this hypothesis. The author will first calculate the mean of the 

responses of each measure of credibility including �̅�ability, �̅�goodwill, and �̅� likability. This is 
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meant to observe the effect of reviews with low credibility on each of the measure. Then 

�̅�h1, the result of dividing the sum of the three means by 3, will be used to determine if 

lowly credible reviews do have a negative effect on the credibility of startups. 

 

For the second hypothesis H2: Too small a number of reviews leads to lower perceived 

credibility of the reviews, the question used to test the hypothesis is a 5-point scale 

question, ranging from strongly disagree (coded as 1) to strongly agree (coded as 5). 

This question asked respondents to what extent they agree or disagree with statements 

related to the credibility of reviews in the scenario where there are only a small number 

of reviews. Similarly, the author will calculate the means of the measures of review 

credibility, which are trustworthiness �̅�trustworthiness and influential power �̅� influential to see 

the effect of the quantity of reviews on each measure in the consumer perception. Then, 

the mean of the calculated means �̅�h2 will be used to assess the effect of the quantity of 

reviews on the perceived credibility of the reviews. A mean skewed to 5 would mean 

that if the number of reviews is smaller than what the consumers expect would 

decrease the credibility of the reviews. In contrast, a mean skewed to 1 would reject this 

hypothesis. 

 

The same method will be used to test the third hypothesis H3: A collection of reviewers 

from different backgrounds, which include factors like age, gender, level of education, 

lifestyle, and social media profile, can increase the perceived credibility of reviews. The 

question used is also a 5-point scale question ranging from strongly disagree (coded as 

1) to strongly agree (coded as 5). It asks respondents if age, education level, lifestyle, 

and profile of reviewers increase the credibility of the reviews. Again, the author will 

calculate the means of each measure �̅�age, �̅�education, �̅� lifestyle, and �̅�profile and, then, the 

mean of these numbers �̅�h3 in total to see the effect of each factor and of these factors 

as a whole on the review perceived credibility. The hypothesis is accepted if the mean is 

skewed to 5 and rejected if it is skewed to 1. 

 

Besides, simple regression will be used to see if the control variables – individualism vs. 

collectivism, age group, and education level of respondents – influence respondents’ 
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perception. First, the means of the answers used to test the three hypotheses of 

individual respondents ( �̅� ih1, �̅� ih2, and �̅� ih3) will be calculated and named as new 

variables. Then, in simple regression, each of the three new variables will be put as a 

dependent variable while each of the control variables as an independent variable. After 

that, multiple regression will be used to observe the effect of the independent variables 

as a whole on each of the new variable. 

 

 

4. FINDINGS 

The author first calculated the means of mentioned measures, which can be seen in 

table 1. According to the calculation, �̅�ability = 1.682, �̅�goodwill = 1.612 and �̅�likability = 1.624, 

which are all skewed to 2. These numbers indicate that reviews perceived as untruthful 

by consumers negatively affect the perceived competence, goodwill, and likability of 

start-ups. The mean of these measures is �̅�h1 = 1.639, which is skewed towards 2. 

According to the methodology explained above, this means H1 is supported by this 

study. 

Means of credibility measures 

 
Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Q8a. Imagine a start-up has only a few reviews (ex. Less than 5).  To what extent do 

you agree or disagree with the following statements? : These reviews are unethically 

created or manipulated by the company. 

3,000 1,024 

Q8b. Imagine a start-up has only a few reviews (ex. Less than 5).  To what extent do 

you agree or disagree with the following statements? : These reviews are not as 

trustworthy as they could be if there were more reviews. 

3,600 1,049 

Q8c. Imagine a start-up has only a few reviews (ex. Less than 5).  To what extent do 

you agree or disagree with the following statements? : These reviews are not 

influential to your decision to purchase or not. 

3,024 1,234 
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Mean of Q8 3,208 ,823 

Q10a. If you find a part of the reviews of a start-up untruthful, would you think that the 

company can bring what it promises to customers? 
1,682 ,468 

Q10b. If you find a part of the reviews of a start-up untruthful, would you think that the 

company has goodwill? 
1,612 ,490 

Q10c. If you find a part of the reviews of a start-up untruthful, would it decrease the 

likability of the company even when it might have good factors such as rich page 

content? 

1,624 ,487 

Mean of Q10 1,639 ,353 

Q11a. Regardless of the content of reviews, to what extent do you agree or disagree 

with the following statements?: Reviews seems more trustworthy if reviewers are of 

different age groups. 

3,353 1,152 

Q11b. Regardless of the content of reviews, to what extent do you agree or disagree 

with the following statements?: Reviews seems more trustworthy if reviewers have 

different levels of education. 

3,282 1,109 

Q11c. Regardless of the content of reviews, to what extent do you agree or disagree 

with the following statements?: Reviews seems more trustworthy if reviewers have 

different lifestyles. 

3,553 1,075 

Q11d. Regardless of the content of reviews, to what extent do you agree or disagree 

with the following statements?: Reviews seems more trustworthy if reviewers have 

different traits in their Facebook profiles (number of friends and/or followers, content 

on walls, the frequency of using visual elements, etc.) 

3,576 1,209 

Mean of Q11 
3,441 ,881 

Table 1 Means of credibility measures 

Regarding H2, �̅�trustworthiness = 3.3 as it is calculated by taking the average of the means 

of Q8a and Q8b. The mean of responses about the review influential power when the 

quantity of reviews is small is �̅�influential = 3.024. Taking the average of the two means, 

�̅�h2 = 3.208, which is skewed towards 5. According to the methodology explained above, 

this means H2 is supported by this study. Hence, the small quantity of reviews does 
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decrease the perceived trustworthiness and influential power, hence, the perceived 

credibility of the reviews.  

 

Regarding H3, �̅�age = 3.353, �̅�education =3.282, �̅� lifestyle 3.553, and �̅�profile = 3.576, which 

results in �̅�h3 = 3.441, skewed towards 5. This indicates that a diversified collection of 

reviewers increases the perceived credibility of these reviews, which supports H3. 

 

Testing the influence of individualism vs. collectivism, age group, and education level on 

the respondents’ perception, the author found no causal relationship as the r square 

values are less than 0.01 and the p-values mostly greater than 0.5. In other words, the 

control variables have no significant effect on how respondents perceive the credibility 

of reviews and of companies. Figure 2, 3 and 4 shows the results of the regression 

analyses on the effect of the control variables on hypothesis 1. The results of other the 

regression analyses on the effect of the control variables on hypothesis 2 and 3 can be 

found in the appendices of this thesis. This can be explained by the non-diversified 

sample data, the majority of which are Vietnamese people of one age group. This 

limitation affected the result of this study.  

 

Figure 2. Regression analysis on the effect of individualism vs. collectivism on 
hypothesis 1 
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Figure 3. Regression analysis on the effect of age on hypothesis 1 
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Figure 4. Regression analysis on the effect of education level on hypothesis 1  
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5. DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS 

Today, consumers can easily get access to a huge amount of data using the Internet. 

That implies they can do research about companies before they make any purchase 

decisions. Therefore, building a strong reputation for the brand is of increasing 

importance to attract prospective customers. This is essential especially when the 

market is highly competitive as today’s situation. It is because a product can be offered 

by various companies, which gives consumers greater freedom to choose the seller. 

Among good performers, a company should not only raise consumer awareness about 

the brand but also build brand credibility in order to acquire and retain customers.  

 

As consumers increasingly resort to online reviews to make purchase decisions, one 

way companies can build credibility is to manage these customer reviews. It is not to 

say that enterprises should unethically create and manipulate reviews. Instead, they 

should have a better understanding of these feedbacks and make use of them to 

achieve better performance.  

 

Because consumers are aware that reviews may be generated or manipulated by 

marketers (Kulmala et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2015), they will assess the credibility of this 

kind of e-WOM and of the companies. If they perceive positive reviews as lowly credible, 

the start-ups are highly likely to lose credibility. To be more specific, consumers tend to 

think that these companies are not able to bring what they promise customers and do 

not have goodwill. Moreover, their feelings towards the brands become less positive. 

This may be explained that manipulated reviews make consumers feel as if they were 

cheated on. Then, other reviews and content on the Facebook page may suddenly 

appear more suspicious to them. Therefore, trustworthiness of the start-ups falls 

dramatically. Consumers will be stricter in evaluating customer reviews and other 

content posted by the companies.  

 

While it is supported that reviews with low credibility negatively affects the company 

credibility, the minority of responses of the survey showed a different opinion, which is 
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seen through �̅�h1 = 1.639. This can be explained that consumers understand why some 

start-ups create fake reviews and show sympathy. It may be because these companies 

create reviews to enrich the page content and to encourage prospective customers to 

purchase and leave customer reviews. It is similar to a trick to encourage people to put 

money into a charity box. People will tend to donate if there is already some money in 

the box while they may feel hesitant if no money is seen. Therefore, a part of 

consumers may perceive fake reviews as acceptable to newly established companies, 

which does not affect their competence and goodwill. 

 

However, since hypothesis 1 is supported, the majority of consumers will find start-ups 

creating fake reviews untrustworthy. Consequently, they may choose other companies 

as the product or service provider to save time and lower risks. If the start-ups with 

detected fake reviews cannot restore its credibility in the long run, they may not be able 

to acquire new customers and retain the old ones. Therefore, a young company should 

not create or manipulate reviews. Instead, it should find ways to boost sales and to 

encourage customers to leave feedbacks. 

 

Besides the quality, the quantity of reviews is also a notable factor in shaping consumer 

perception about the credibility of the reviews. If the number of reviews is smaller than 

what consumers expected, the credibility of these reviews is likely to be suspected as 

being created by the start-ups themselves. It can be explained that consumers may feel 

the disproportion between the quantity of reviews and the quantity of page likes 

indicates dishonesty. In other words, the start-ups may have manipulated either page 

likes or reviews or both. Either way may be interpreted as nobody has ever bought and 

tried the products or services offered by these companies, which makes consumers feel 

uncertain about the quality of products or services.  

 

While the majority of responses of the survey supported the hypothesis 2 that the small 

quantity of reviews lowers the perceived credibility of the reviews, there are responses 

having a different view. This is seen through the mean �̅� h2 = 3.208. A possible 

explanation for the different opinion is that consumers are aware that some start-ups will 
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have fake reviews to enrich the page content. Moreover, these reviews may not be 

completely different from the truth. Therefore, they do not affect what consumers think 

about the trustworthiness of these reviews and their purchase intention. 

 

Nevertheless, as hypothesis 2 is supported, the majority of consumers still find reviews 

lowly credible if the number of reviews is too small. Therefore, start-ups should make 

efforts to encourage customers to write reviews after their purchase, telling where they 

feel satisfactory and unsatisfactory. Indeed, consumers should be encouraged to write a 

thorough feedback containing both positive and negative experience. This is because a 

two-sided review recommending the product would positively affect the consumer 

purchase intention (Jensen et al., 2013). It may be explained that a review with both 

sides of the product appears more objective and thorough, indicating that the reviewer 

truly has experience with the product and possibly expertise. Moreover, understanding 

what dissatisfies customers helps companies to enhance their performance. 

 

Another factor shaping consumer perception about the credibility of reviews is reviewer 

profile. The profile if evaluated separately may not give the desired effect because 

companies can pay strangers to leave reviews (Lee et al., 2015). Therefore, a profile 

filled with rich content does not guarantee that the reviewer gives truthful feedbacks. 

Besides, evaluating the collection of all reviewers may give a more exact result. A 

socially diversified collection of reviewers would increase the credibility of both 

companies (Levy & Gvili, 2015) and reviews (hypothesis 3). This means reviewers 

should be of different age groups, have different levels of education and lifestyles, and 

have different types of content on their Facebook profile. The difference in content can 

be the reviewers’ preference to post photos and videos or long texts or many short 

posts. These differences in reviewers’ background show loose connections among the 

reviewers, which decreases the probability that they are paid to leave untruthful reviews. 

 

This study found no causal relationship between the control variables, including 

individualism vs. collectivism, age, and education level, and consumer perception about 

the credibility of start-ups and reviews. It can be inferred that it is common for people to 
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lose trust in start-ups if they detect fake reviews generated by these companies 

regardless of their age, education levels or identity as being individualistic or 

collectivistic. Similarly, the effect of the quantity of reviews and the collection of 

reviewers on the credibility of the reviews is not influenced by those control variables. 

This means that there is little variation in consumer perception about the effect of the 

quantity of reviews and the collection of reviewers across cultures and education levels. 

 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

6.1. Main findings 

The beginning of this thesis studied the existing literature, which is related to this study, 

to create a base for three hypotheses. The later part of the thesis tested the hypotheses 

and analyzed the results. Although all of the hypotheses were supported, no causal 

relationship was found between the control variables, including individualism vs. 

collectivism, age, and education level, and consumer perception about the credibility of 

reviews and companies.  

 

Figure 5. Main findings 
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Credibility is crucial for businesses of any sizes in today’s extremely competitive market 

because consumers feel safer when making purchase from credible brands. As 

consumers increasingly practice online shopping, building credibility on the Internet is 

important. One of the ways to build online credibility is to use review systems. This is 

because nowadays, consumers often rely on customer reviews to make purchase 

decisions. Resorting to past shopping experiences of other customers helps consumers 

to save time and lower purchase risks. Therefore, the credibility of companies will 

increase if customers recommend their products. 

 

However, consumers may not completely believe in e-word of mouth (e-WOM) because 

they are aware that reviews may be generated or manipulated by marketers (Kulmala et 

al., 2013; Lee et al., 2015). Therefore, they will assess the credibility of reviews through 

signs such as the quantity of reviews and the reviewer profile. If the number of reviews 

is smaller than what consumers expected, the credibility of these reviews is likely to be 

suspected as being manipulated by the start-ups. Moreover, reviews seem more 

credible if the collection of reviewers is socially diversified regarding age, education 

level, lifestyle and content on their Facebook profile. Lastly, if consumers perceive 

positive reviews as lowly credible, the start-ups are highly likely to lose credibility. 

 

 

6.2. Implications for International business  

The majority of consumers will find start-ups creating fake reviews untrustworthy, which 

may lead to a significant loss in the long run. If the start-ups with detected fake reviews 

cannot restore its credibility, they may not be able to acquire new customers and retain 

the old ones. Therefore, rather than having fake reviews, a start-up should employ 

methods to boost sales and to encourage customers to leave feedbacks. 

 

Since the cultural aspect of individualism vs. collectivism and the education level little 

affects how consumers evaluate the credibility of reviews and companies through the 

quantity of reviews and the profile of reviewers in aggregate, marketers can apply the 
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same strategy of managing customer reviews to target consumers in different age 

groups and at different levels of education. Moreover, the strategy can be applied in 

different countries and cultures.  

 

The quantity of reviews, if too small compared to the number of page likes, decreases 

the perceived credibility of the reviews. It also makes consumers lose trust in the 

companies and hence negatively affects their purchase intention. Therefore, start-ups 

should make efforts to encourage customers to write reviews after their purchase, telling 

where they feel satisfactory and unsatisfactory. A two-sided review recommending the 

product would not only have the best effect on consumer purchase intention but also 

helps the companies to enhance their performance.  

 

Another factor that influences the perceived credibility of reviews is reviewer profile. 

Separately, reviewer profile should be rich in content, indicating that the profile is not 

created solely for the purpose of leaving reviews. In aggregate, a socially diversified 

collection of reviewers would increase the credibility of both companies and reviews. 

Differences should exist in age groups, education levels, lifestyles, and profile content of 

reviewers. The difference in content can be the reviewers’ preference to post photos 

and videos or long texts or many short posts. Start-ups should pay attention to these 

details of customers before deciding who the potential reviewers they should encourage 

are.  

 

To encourage customers to leave feedback, start-ups may need to provide some 

incentives. This is because at this startup stage when the customer relationship may not 

be strong yet, incentives can be considered the best solution to have customers spend 

time on writing reviews. One kind of incentives could be to gift customers a coupon, a 

discount on their next purchase or a partial refund for their last purchase if they write a 

review. This can be launched as an event on the companies’ Facebook pages in a 

limited period of time at the startup stage, not targeting anyone specifically.  
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Along with launching this kind of events, young enterprises should as soon as possible 

analyze their customers’ Facebook profile and target people who are socially diversified. 

Then, the companies should pay attention to developing relationship with these specific 

customers. When the relationship reaches a strong point, the companies may ask these 

people to write reviews without annoying them. Of course, the same amount of attention 

and customer care should be paid to other customers as well to retain customers. 

Moreover, it is always better to have more reviews. Therefore, start-ups should still 

encourage every customer to write reviews while paying attention to the diversification 

of the reviewer collection. 

 

6.3. Limitations and suggestions for future research 

There are three limitations in this bachelor thesis, which could be addressed in future 

studies.  

 

First, as stated in the “Questionnaire” section, the thesis only generalizes how 

consumers feel about the credibility of Facebook reviews.  It does not investigate the 

reasons behind these feelings. Therefore, future research could apply different methods 

such as interviews or focus groups to learn more about conscious and subconscious 

reasons of consumers. By this way, companies can better understand the view of 

consumers and hence can apply better strategy to increase the credibility of reviews 

and the companies. 

 

Second, the questionnaire may be insufficient in assessing the cultural variable of 

individualism and collectivism. This variable is measured briefly through only three most 

relatable questions while it is an abstract variable which is difficult to measure. 

Therefore, measurement of this control variable can be improved in future research by 

applying a more complicated and thorough set of questions. However, it must be noted 

that a more complicated set of questions may trade off with the response rate because 

it would take respondents more time to complete the survey. 
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The third limitation is the non-diversified collected data. The sample is of small size due 

to time constraint, and is heavily skewed towards Vietnamese nationality and young 

people. Moreover, the study uses convenient sampling because the survey was posted 

publicly on Facebook. Therefore, it is difficult to control the collection of respondents 

and the response rate. These reasons lead to the unbalance between individualism and 

collectivism, among age groups, and among levels of education, which affects the 

analyses. Consequently, this may have also contributed to the unbalance between 

nationalities and between control variables. For the third and fourth limitations, the 

author suggests future studies to collect more data which contains relatively equal 

numbers of the control variables. 

 

To conclude, future research should collect data of bigger sizes with the balance 

between key criteria such as nationality and age group to get a more solid result of the 

test. The questionnaire could be re-designed to assess the level of individualism and 

collectivism. Moreover, a different method for testing should be applied to study the 

reasons of consumer feelings and reactions in depth. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Figure 6. Regression analysis on the effect of individualism vs. collectivism on 
hypothesis 2 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Regression analysis on the effect of age on hypothesis 2 
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Figure 8. Regression analysis on the effect of education level on hypothesis 2 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Regression analysis on the effect of individualism vs. collectivism on 
hypothesis 3 
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Figure 10. Regression analysis on the effect of age on hypothesis 3 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Regression analysis on the effect of education level on hypothesis 3 
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The survey in English: 
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The survey in Vietnamese: 
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