Self-presentation via electronic word of mouth — a reflective or impulsive activity?

Purpose

Previous research suggests that self-presentation causes people to have a reflective tendency
to produce electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM). Drawing on the theory of the reflective-
impulsive model (RIM), this study examines whether self-presentation also could motivate an
impulsive tendency to produce eWOM. Self-monitoring is suggested as a possible moderator

in the relationship between self-presentation and impulsive eWOM production.

Design/methodology/approach
Data was collected based on an online survey of members from a consumer panel. The
effective sample size was 574 respondents. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used

to analyze the data.

Findings
The findings show that self-presentation may drive both impulsive and reflective eWOM
tendencies; however, that the relationship between self-presentation and impulsive eWOM

tendency is contingent on high levels of self-monitoring.

Originality/value

By including self-monitoring as a moderator, this study is the first to show a relationship
between self-presentation and impulsive eWOM production. Moreover, the findings show that
both impulsive and reflective eWOM tendencies are associated with an enhanced tendency to
produce eWOM, thereby demonstrating the usefulness of the RIM theory in understanding
eWOM behavior. Overall, the findings shed light on how companies may stimulate e WOM

production, and consequently provide insight into creating more effective eWOM campaigns.

Keywords: Computer mediated communication; online consumer behavior; viral marketing;

word-of-mouth marketing; structural equation modeling



1. Introduction

The enhanced reach and velocity of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) compared to
traditional word-of-mouth (WOM) has made eWOM a powerful force in the marketplace
(Huang et al., 2011). Brand and product related information that consumers share on social
networks, review sites and other online channels have the potential to reach millions of other
consumers in an instant. At the same time, consumers show an increasing reliance on this kind
of information when making their purchase decisions in both B2B (Kim, 2014) and B2C
(Schivinski and Dabrowski, 2015) contexts. Consequently, the eWOM phenomenon has
become an increasingly important topic for marketing practitioners, and many companies seek
to exploit its potential by creating shareable content (Swani et al., 2013) or “social buzz”
campaigns (Coker and Altobello, 2016). In order to succeed with such tactics, companies
need to understand what motivates consumers to generate and share eWOM (Kozinets et al.
2010).

One motivational factor that seems central to why consumers produce eWOM is self-
presentation (Dunne et al., 2010; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Self-presentation involves
managing one’s behavior to present a favorable and appropriate image to others (Snyder,
1974). Recent research has highlighted the importance of understanding this human tendency
in the context of eWOM, as it may influence both the propensity to produce eWOM
(Eisingerich et al., 2015) and what eWOM topics people choose to talk about (Berger and
lyengar, 2013; Lovett et al., 2013).

A key issue in understanding self-presentation as a driver of eWOM is how self-
presentation affects consumers’ tendencies to plan and reflect on what to say in their online
communication (Walther, 2007). Given the asynchronous nature of most online
communication, the common assumption is that people would approach online self-

presentation in a deliberate and reflective manner rather than mindlessly and impulsively.



This tendency occurs because using more time to plan one’s communication increases the
chances of achieving one’s self-presentation goals. In other words, self-presentation is
assumed to motivate the production of eWOM through a reflective thought process rather than
based on consumers’ impulses and spontaneity (Berger and lyengar, 2013).

However, a stream of research based in psychology indicates that self-presentation
might also happen impulsively and with little reflection (Paulhus, 1993). Such impulsive self-
presentation may occur because people, through repeated practice, learn and automatize
behaviors that present themselves in positive terms. The average consumer engages in several
WOM conversations each day (Keller and Fay, 2012), and would presumably be well-trained
in using WOM as a means for self-presentation. Thus, it is not unlikely that consumers could
be able to self-present while giving eWOM produced in a more spontaneous manner.
However, little is known about the relationship between self-presentation and impulsive
communication in the context of eWOM. First of all, does it exists at all? Second, if the
relationship exists, when would it occur?

The current research investigates the above questions based on the assumption that
consumers vary in their ability to self-present, and that this ability influences consumers’
tendency to self-present through eWWOM based on reflection versus impulses. Specifically, for
consumers with a high ability to self-present, self-presentation should be a highly automatized
activity. Thus, self-presenting through impulsive eWOM may be a relatively easy task. On the
other hand, for those with a low self-presentational ability, self-presentation should be less
automatized, thus making them more reliant on planning what to say when self-presenting.
Self-monitoring is a commonly used trait for measuring people’s self-presentational ability
(Lennox and Wolfe, 1984). Thus, this study seeks to investigate whether self-monitoring may

explain if consumers engage in impulsive eWOM to fulfil self-presentational motives, and



possibly when consumers would use an impulsive versus reflective mode of communication
to fulfil such motives.

In doing so, the study makes important contributions to the current literature. First, to
understand the difference between impulsive and reflective eWOM communication, this study
adopts the reflective-impulsive model (RIM) as an overarching framework (Strack and
Deutch, 2006). This study is the first to use this dual-system theory in the examination of the
underlying processes of eWOM production. Importantly, this study’s empirical findings show
that both impulsive and reflective eWOM communication are associated with an enhanced
tendency to give eWOM, thereby extending the RIM theory to a new consumer behavioral
domain beyond purchase.

Second, to the best of the author’s knowledge, this is the first research to demonstrate
that self-presentation may drive both impulsive and reflective eWOM communication. The
relationship between self-presentation and impulsive eWOM communication is revealed by
the inclusion of self-monitoring as a moderator. Thus, this study shows that studying self-
presentation as a motivational factor is, in isolation, limiting in understanding whether
consumers engage in reflective or impulsive eWOM. By adding a trait that measures self-
presentational abilities to the equation, this study shows how self-presentation as a driver of
eWOM (Berger and lyengar, 2013; Walther, 2007) is extendable to also include impulsive
eWOM.

For marketing practitioners, this study generates important knowledge with regard to
creating eWOM campaigns. First, the results indicate that consumers with a higher tendency
to give impulsive eWOM could be a promising target group for such campaigns, as they have
a higher tendency to give eWOM in general. Secondly, when developing eWOM messages
using self-presentational appeals, the effect may be stronger if these are targeted toward

consumers who score high in self-monitoring. These are consumers who should able to self-



present through both impulsive and reflective eWOM, and thus are less restricted in their
approach to eWOM than low self-monitors.

In the remainder of this paper, the author reviews the literature on eWOM, presents the
conceptual model of the research, and proposes hypotheses based on theories of eWOM and
self-presentation. The hypotheses are tested using survey data from a nationwide
representative sample of 574 respondents. Finally, the authors discuss the results and present

implications for managers and researchers.

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Literature review and conceptual model
Electronic word of mouth (eWOM) is defined as “any positive or negative statement made by
potential, actual, or former customers about a product or company, which is made available
to a multitude of people and institutions via the Internet” (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p. 39).
Sharing several similarities with traditional WOM (Eisengerich et al. 2015), eWOM could be
partly understood by reviewing the substantial research on WOM that has been developed
since the late 1960s (Dichter, 1966). However, eWOM also has some characteristics that
makes it different from traditional WOM, such as being (a) written and thus more
asynchronous (b) undirected, which involves communicating without a particular person or
people in mind, and involving (c) larger audiences (Berger 2013). Consequently, a substantial
literature with a special interest in eWOM has emerged (see King et al. 2014, for an excellent
meta-analytic review). This literature examines antecedents and consequences of eWOM from
both the sender perspective and the receiver perspective.

The current research builds on research that focuses on the antecedents of e WOM
from the sender perspective, and is concerned with why consumers give eWOM. Research

examining this issue have used several different approaches to categorize the motives of



WOM production (Berger, 2014; Dichter, 1966; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Inspired by
these previous classifications, this study proposes a division of motives into five categories.
The first category consists of motives such as individuation (Ho and Dempsey, 2010), self-
presentation (Berger and lyengar, 2013; Harnish and Bridges, 2016; Pasternak et al., 2017),
self-enhancement (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004), personal reputation (Cheung and Lee, 2012),
and self-brand connection (Eelen et al., 2017; Thomas and Saenger, 2017), and is labelled
impression management. The second category consists of motives such as social interaction
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004), sense of belonging (Cheung and Lee, 2012), social bonding
(Munzel and Kunz, 2014), and social identity (Arenas-Gaitan et al., 2018; Mousavi et al.,
2017), and is labelled social motives. The third category consists of motives such as concern
for other consumers (Cheung and Lee, 2012; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004), altruism (Arenas-
Gaitan et al., 2018; Reimer and Benkenstein, 2016), and helping the company (Eelen et al.,
2017; Jeong and Jang, 2011), and is labelled altruistic motives. The fourth category consists
of motives such as anxiety reduction (Fu et al., 2015), psychological arousal (Berger and
Milkman, 2012), venting (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004), and revenge (Ward and Ostrom,
2006), and is labelled emotional regulation. The fifth category consists of motives such as
expectancy disconfirmation (Banerjee and Chai, 2019; Ho et al., 2017), satisfaction (Darley
and Lim, 2018; Jalilvand et al. 2017), and positive emotions (Septianto and Chiew, 2018;
Tellis et al., 2019), and is labelled positive emotional experiences.

This study focuses on the impression management category, and aims to extend the
knowledge of the link between self-presentation and eWOM production. Specifically, the
main aim is to fill a “gap” in the literature regarding the understanding of self-presentation as
a predictor of eWOM produced in an impulsive manner. While there is strong evidence of a
relationship between self-presentation and reflective eWOM behavior (Berger and lyengar,

2013), the suggested relationship between self-presentation and impulsive communication
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(Kellermann, 1992; Paulhus, 1993) is yet to be found in an eWOM context. This study
approaches this issue by adopting Strack et al.’s (2006) reflective-impulsive model (RIM).
This is a dual-system theory that builds on the traditional distinction between two kinds of
thinking processes, one fast and intuitive, the other slow and deliberative. Similar dual-system
theories, such as the elaboration likelihood model (ELM) and the heuristic—systematic model
(HSM), have previously been adopted in examinations on eWOM, with the focus on
understanding the process of receiving of eWOM (Gupta and Harris, 2010; Filieri and
McLeay, 2014; Park and Kim, 2008). However, the ELM and HSM are less suitable for
examining eWOM from the sender perspective as they direct little attention to explaining how
the two thinking systems affect human behavior. On the other side, the RIM theory is
developed with special attention to explaining human behavior, and suggests that all human
behaviors are determined by both reflective and impulsive processes. Hence, it should be
highly suitable for explaining the impulsive and reflective determinants of eWOM production.

In this study, impulsive and reflective eWOM are considered as behavioral tendencies
that are positively related to consumers’ overall eWOM production. Self-presentation is also
conceptualized as a consumer tendency, and is postulated as a determinant of both reflective
and impulsive eWOM tendencies. Further, self-presentation tendency is assumed to affect
consumers’ overall eWOM production indirectly through the concepts of reflective and
impulsive eWOM tendencies. Such indirect effects, if revealed, could provide an
understanding of how the reflective and impulsive systems might act as mediators in the self-
presentation—eWOM relationship. At last, self-monitoring is suggested as a moderator in the
relationship between the self-presentation tendency and impulsive eWOM tendency. See
figure 1 for overview of the conceptual model.

We explore these concepts and their interrelationships in the following sections,

beginning with giving an account for the eWWOM production concept, followed by presenting



the RIM theory and its proposed usefulness in understanding the determinants of eWOM
production.

Figure 1 here

2.2 eWOM production
The focal construct that this research attempts to explain is eWOM production. Some studies
examine the production of eWOM as a situational activity that is triggered by a personal
experience with a brand/company (Coker and Altobello, 2016) or a product/service (Kim et
al., 2016). Others examine eWOM production as an activity that occurs on specific types of
platforms such as customer review sites (Jacobsen, 2018), consumer communities (Cheung
and Lee, 2012) or social media platforms (Swani et al., 2013). However, eWOM production
might also be viewed as a behavioral disposition that occurs across different product
categories and across platforms. For instance, research on e-mavens suggests that some
consumers regularly transmit market information based on their knowledge across a wide
range of product categories and contexts (Darley and Lim, 2018). The current study is
interested in testing the premise that eWOM is influenced by human traits such as self-
presentational tendencies and self-monitoring. Thus, eWOM production is conceptualized
similarly to e-mavenism (Darley and Lim, 2018) as a general consumer tendency to produce
product- and brand related information on the Internet, regardless of category or context.
However, while e-mavens are described as highly knowledgeable consumers that share
their expertise, the current study suggests that high knowledge is not a premise for being a
highly active eWOM producer. Additionally, eWOM production is not limited to the
communication of personal shopping experiences, as is the case of e-mavenism. Rather, it
reflects that eWOM, in addition to transmitting personal experiences, also could involve

retransmission of what consumers read and hear from others (Angelis et al., 2012).



Further, the eWOM production concept in this study is concerned with the volume
dimension of eWOM (Liu, 2006) and not the valence dimension (Bi et al., 2018). Hence, the
focus is on how much eWOM consumers produce regardless of whether they give positive,
negative or neutral eWOM. The amount of eWOM that consumers produce has a strong and
distinctive influence on consumers’ decision-making process (Khare et al., 2011); some
suggest an even stronger influence than WOM valence (Liu, 2006). As such, the
conceptualization of eWOM production in this study reflects a highly relevant aspect of the

eWOM phenomenon, with clear implications for marketing theory and practice.

2.3 The case for reflective and impulsive eWOM
The RIM assumes that human behaviors are a function of two distinct systems of information
processing: a reflective system and an impulsive system. In the reflective system, behavior is
elicited as a consequence of a deliberate and reason-based decision process. This process
leads to a decision about the desirability and feasibility of a given action, and requires a high
amount of cognitive capacity. In contrast, the impulsive system elicits behavior through a
spreading activation process that triggers behavioral schemata, often without any conscious
intentions or goals (Strack et al., 2006). This process is more automatic and heuristic-based,
involves affective processing of stimuli, and requires little or no cognitive effort.

Although the principles of the reflective and impulsive processes seem contradictory,
Strack et al. (2006) suggested that these processes operate in parallel, are concurrently active,
and compete for control of an overt response. In other words, a particular behavior is not
purely "impulsive” or "reflective.” Instead, the RIM assumes that in most situations, both
reflective and impulsive components contribute to a particular consumer behavior. Their
relative contribution, however, would vary based on contextual factors and personal

dispositions.



Previous applications of the RIM theory focus primarily on buying products and
services as the relevant behavior of interest (Lades, 2014; Samson and Voyer, 2012; Strack et
al., 2006). The present study suggests a different view on reflective and impulsive
processes/systems, relating them to consumers’ WOM behavior, and in particular e WOM.
Indeed, the literature suggests that eWOM could fit well within the RIM theory.

Firstly, a few recent studies have highlighted the reflective processes underlying
WOM production. For instance, Blazevic et al. (2013) suggested that WOM often occurs
intentionally based on an activated and conscious goal. When an activated goal triggers
WOM, the communication might be considered a strategic tactic to optimize the focal goal
attainment. Similarly, Berger and Schwartz (2011) suggested that consumers may give WOM
based on a goal-directed and deliberate process. Walther (2007) suggested that such reflective
processes are especially prevalent in online communication, as certain characteristics of
online channels give consumers more time to construct and plan what to say. Thus, rather than
saying whatever comes to mind, people have the opportunity to be more strategic in their
communication. Berger and lyengar (2013) showed that many consumers take advantage of
this opportunity when transmitting WOM in online channels, causing a more deliberate and
reflective approach to the generation of e WOM.

Secondly, more impulsive processes also seem to underlie the generation of e WOM.
For instance, Blazevic et al. (2013) argued that consumers may give WOM without any
activated goal in mind, that is, mindlessly and impulsively. Similarly, Mazzarol et al. (2007)
found that WOM generation often occurs serendipitously as a result of associations that come
up in conversations. This resonates with the findings of Berger and Schwartz (2011), showing
that consumers often give WOM based on things cued by the environment. Consumers often
seem to give WOM in an unplanned manner based on sudden impulses. Though some

research has suggested that such impulsive WOM is most typical for face-to-face



communication (Berger and lyengar, 2013), other research has demonstrated that one of the
strongest drivers of eWOM is emotions (Phelps, 2004). In particular, emotions that are highly
arousing such as awe and anger have been shown to trigger consumers’ eWOM behavior
(Berger and Milkman, 2012). When emaotions are high on arousal, they are likely to weaken
the influence of the reflective system and facilitate more automatic responses (Strack and
Deutsch, 2004). Similarly, Blazevic et al. (2013) suggested that emotions that cause
dissonance or excitement could result in WOM generation that is unintentional and driven by
unconscious needs. Hence, impulsive determinants also seem to play an important role in the
generation of eWOM.

Based on the above evidence, it seems appropriate to distinguish between eWOM that
occurs more impulsively and spontaneously versus eWOM that occurs in a more reflective
and planned manner. This study examines these different facets of eWOM production from a
consumer trait perspective. This perspective builds on an understanding that people’s
impulsive and reflective behavioral tendencies are rooted in personality, and thus could be
conceptualized as stable individual traits (Hofmann et al., 2008; Verplanken and Herabadi,
2001). Some people are simply more disposed to act on impulses, while others are more
disposed to fight off impulses and approach decisions more rationally. These individual
differences have previously been studied in relation to consumers’ impulse buying tendencies
(Rook and Fisher, 1995; Verplanken and Herabadi, 2001), which is empirically established as
a stable and universal consumer trait (Steenkamp and Maydeu-Olivares, 2015). It is plausible
to assume that consumers also in the context of producing eWOM would possess similar
traitlike dispositions.

However, while research on impulsive buying assumes that reflective and impulsive
behaviors are at the opposite ends of a single continuum, and that the concept of

impulsiveness also captures reflective behavior, the RIM theory suggests that impulsive and



reflective behaviors are rooted in two distinct systems. Hence, the author introduces the
concepts of impulsive eWOM tendency and reflective eWOM tendency. Impulsive eWOM
tendency is defined as a consumers’ tendency to say things about products and brands in
online channels spontaneously, unreflectively, and immediately. Highly impulsive WOM
communicators are likely to be relatively unreflective in their approach to WOM, using less
time to plan what they will say. Reflective eWOM tendency is defined as consumers’
tendency to say things about products and brands in online channels deliberately and
reflectively. Highly reflective WOM communicators are likely to be thorough in their
approach to WOM, using more time to plan and construct what they will say.

Both the impulsive eWOM tendency and reflective eWOM tendency are expected to
have a positive effect on consumers’ general tendencies to produce eWOM. Identifying which
one of these dispositions is the stronger predictor of eWOM is also of interest to this research.
However, in absence of past research that could indicate their relative weights as predictors of
eWOM, we offer no formal hypothesis for their relative effects. These are instead explored in

the discussions. Consequently, the author proposes the following two hypotheses:

H1: Impulsive eWOM tendency has a positive impact on eWOM production.

H2: Reflective eWOM tendency has a positive impact on eWOM production.

2.4 Self-presentation as an antecedent of impulsive and reflective eWOM tendencies
Goffman (1959) suggested that social interactions can be viewed as a performance in which
people promote favorable impressions of themselves and avoid unfavorable ones. This
tendency to share things to present oneself in a positive light is called self-presentation and is

considered a default tendency among people. The degree to which people choose to self-



present would, however, depend on personal dispositions and the social context people are in
(Barasch and Berger, 2014). Online communication is a context in which self-presentation has
been shown to be a particularly prominent motive (Walther, 2007). The audience is often
larger than in face-to-face communication, and the recipients of one’s online communication
are more often strangers. Consequently, the online context is likely to be a more pressured
condition in terms of making good impressions (Tice et al., 1995). In addition, online
communication is predominantly in a written format, which causes a more asynchronous form
of communication. This provides consumers more time to construct and refine what to say,
which amplifies people’s natural tendency to self-present (Walther, 2007). Accordingly, self-
presentation has been identified as one of the strongest motives for producing eWOM
(Eisingerich et al., 2015; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, Lovett et al., 2014).

Regarding the question of whether self-presentation causes a more reflective or a more
impulsive form of eWOM communication, the literature is more ambiguous. In general, there
are two research streams that give contradictory answers to the above question. The first
theory suggests that self-presentation would most likely initiate a more reflective form of
eWOM (Berger and lyengar, 2013). The underlying explanation is that self-presentation is not
something people easily can do spontaneously. Self-presentation involves taking strategic
choices about how to appear in the eyes of others, and the assumption is that most consumers
need time to optimize these choices. Therefore, consumers driven by self-presentation would
rather choose the reflective form of communication allowed by the asynchronous nature of
computer-mediated communication, as it would enhance the possibility of portraying the
desired image (Walther, 2007). Indeed, Hogan (2010) suggested that most self-presentational
behavior in an online context happens through asynchronous rather than through synchronous

communication.



However, another stream of research indicates that self-presentation might also be
possible through more impulsive communication. For instance, Kellermann (1992) suggested
that all communication, even that which occurs automatically and unintentionally, is
inherently strategic and driven by goals such as self-presentation. In other words, being
strategic does not contradict being impulsive in one’s communication — they are both possible
at the same time. Research by Bargh (1989) explains why behaviors that occur automatically
might still be goal-driven. He argued that such behaviors would typically be based on well-
learned situational scripts or routinized action sequences. The automatized memory structures
would guide attention, make behavioral decisions, and direct action within the situation with a
minimum of attentional control necessary. In other words, people learn and internalize,
through a lifetime practice, how to perform the appropriate behaviors for achieving certain
goals. For instance, people learn appropriate communication strategies for achieving self-
presentational goals and are able to perform these strategies with little reflection or memory
search. Paulhus (1993) argued that most self-presentation occurs through such unintentional
and effortless processes and that automatic self-presentation is the default level of self-
presentation.

In other words, the effect of self-presentation on people’s communication tendencies
could seemingly work through both reflective and impulsive processes. Thus, the question is,
which process dominates when it comes to the production of WOM in an online environment?
The general proposition of this study is that self-presentation would primarily give rise to
reflective eWOM tendency. This proposition is line with recent research on eWOM by Berger
and lyengar (2013) and is based on the idea that consumers would generally prefer the “safe”
option of planning what to say when seeking to achieve self-presentational goals.

However, this study also suggests that consumers may use impulsive eWOM for self-

presentational purposes, depending on their ability to self-present. We adopt the idea that self-



presentation is not only a motivational factor, but also a skill that influences how effectively
people manage their social lives (Vohs et al., 2005). Some people are better equipped to self-
present and can communicate information about themselves to others in a seemingly effortless
fashion and easily get the desired image across, regardless of context. Others, however, find it
more difficult to make a desired impression under pressured conditions. Self-monitoring is an
individual trait that captures these individual differences and reflects the degree to which a
person observes and controls his or her expressive behavior and self-presentation in accord
with social cues (Snyder and Gangestad, 1986). High self-monitors are experts at regulating
their expressive self-presentation for the sake of desired public appearances (Lennox and
Wolfe, 1984). For instance, Harnish and Bridges (2016) showed that among the consumers
who post eWOM videos online, those that are high self-monitors are more likely to produce
eWOM that fulfils social presentation goals. Having an expertise in performing a particular
task would typically involve having developed an automaticity in performing that task (Alba
and Hutchinson, 1987). Accordingly, high self-monitors would presumably have developed
an automaticity in performing self-presentational behaviors. On the other hand, individuals
low in self-monitoring are thought to lack either the ability or the motivation to regulate their
expressive self-presentations. Rather, low self-monitors are more likely to act in accordance
with their attitudes, traits, or feelings.

Hence, this study suggests that self-monitoring may act as a moderator in the
relationship between a self-presentation tendency and an impulsive eWOM tendency. High
self-monitors are consumers who can perform self-presentational behaviors with minimal
effort and without conscious control. Thus, they should be able to produce eWOM
spontaneously while still managing to fulfil their self-presentational needs. On the other hand,
those consumers who score low on self-monitoring may be reluctant to use impulsive eWOM,

as they may feel a greater need for the extra time to plan what to say. In particular, when they



are given the opportunity to edit and refine what to say through the asynchrony of online
communication, they would expectedly exploit this opportunity and avoid communicating
impulsively.

To conclude, this study suggests that self-presentational tendencies may cause
impulsive eWOM production among high self-monitors, but not among those with low levels
of self-monitoring. Both high and low self-monitors would expectedly be disposed to using
reflective eWOM as a means to achieve self-presentational goals, as this constitutes the
general mode of online communication. Thus, high self-monitors are expected to have two
options when it comes to self-presenting through eWOM: the reflective route, planning
carefully what to say; or the impulsive route, saying something “on the fly.” For low self-
monitors, the reflective route is presumably the only option. Accordingly, the following

hypotheses are posited:

H3: Self-presentation tendency has a positive effect on the impulsive eWOM tendency for

high self-monitoring consumers but not for low self-monitoring consumers.

H4: Self-presentation tendency has a positive effect on the reflective eWOM tendency for

both high and low self-monitoring consumers.

As mentioned earlier, self-presentation has been identified as a central driver for the
production of eWOM (Eisingerich et al., 2015; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, Lovett et al.,
2014). This research proposes that the effect of self-presentation on eWOM is mediated by the
reflective and the impulsive systems. However, in accordance with the above hypotheses, one
of these mediation effects is moderated by self-monitoring. Specifically, it is expected that

self-presentation would have an indirect effect on eWOM production through impulsive



eWOM tendency, but only for high self-monitoring consumers. The indirect effect between
self-presentation and eWOM production would expectedly appear for both high and low self-

monitors. Hence, this research proposes:

H5: Self-presentation tendency has an indirect effect on eWOM production through the
impulsive eWOM tendency for high self-monitoring consumers but not for low self-

monitoring consumers.

H6: Self-presentation tendency has an indirect effect on eWOM production through the

reflective eWOM tendency for both high and low self-monitoring consumers.

3. Methods

3.1 Data collection and sample

To test the hypotheses, the authors conducted an online survey of members from a consumer
panel. Respondents were invited to complete the survey by email, which was administered by
a professional research company and presented as a survey of general consumer habits. A
total of 600 responses were collected from a nationwide representative sample of individuals
aged 20-70. Some respondents were removed from the data set due to missing responses or
obvious response patterns in their questionnaires. The effective sample size obtained was 574.
Demographically, the sample consisted of 52% women and 48% men, and the mean age was
39 years. The panel members were compensated with points that could be used to purchase

gifts.

3.2 Instruments



All measures were based on the existing literature, but some were adapted for the purposes of
the present study. The four items measuring self-presentation tendency were adapted from the
public self-consciousness scale from Fenigstein et al. (1975), which has been previously used
to assess self-presentation (Ryu og Han, 2009). Self-monitoring was operationalized with five
items adopted from the scale developed by Lennox and Wolfe (1984). The measures of
impulsive eWOM tendency and reflective eWOM tendency were adapted from scales on
impulse buying (Rook and Fisher, 1995; Verplanken and Herabadi, 2001), and each consisted
of two items. eWOM production was operationalized with six items, primarily based on
Mowen et al. (2007) and Lam (2009). All measurement items were measured with a 7-point

Likert-type scale. See Table 1 for an overview of the specific measures.

Table 1 here
4. Results
4.1 Measurement model analysis
To test H1 through H6, we tested a structural equation model specified by the hypothesized
relationships, following a two-step model-building approach (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988).
First, the measurement instrument was validated using tests for univariate normality and a
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with the five latent factors measured by 19 items shown in
Table 1. In the test of normality, a small cause for concern was the average scores of eWOM
tendency that were below the midpoint (mean = 2.6, standard error= 1.5) and somewhat
positively skewed (skewness = 0.65). However, the skewness value was within the acceptable
limits for skewness (Hair et al., 1998), and the measures of the construct were thus considered
normal enough to be used in the analysis. The CFA resulted in an acceptable overall fit (GFI=
0.94, CFI= 0.98, RMSEA= 0.050) according to the usual conventions (Hair et al., 1998; Hu

and Bentler, 1999). All indicators load significantly (p < 0.001) on to their respective



constructs, thus providing evidence of convergent validity. Composite reliability ranged from
0.88 to 0.98 and AVE ranged from 0.59 to 0.87, which were above the recommended levels
(Fornell and Larker, 1981). The Spearman-Brown statistic recommended to test reliability for
constructs measured with two items (Eisinga et al., 2013) showed satisfactory scores for
reflective eWOM tendency (0.84) and impulsive eWOM (0.89). Thus, internal consistency
reliability of the scale was evidenced. Discriminant validity was assessed by comparing the
shared variance (squared correlation) between each pair of constructs against the average of
the AVEs for these two constructs (Fornell and Larker, 1981). Within each of the 10 possible
pairs of constructs, the shared variance observed is lower than the average of their AVEs,

indicating discriminant validity (see Tables 1 and 2).

Table 2 here

4.2 Structural model
A multigroup analysis in Amos was conducted to investigate the hypothesized structural
model. Respondents were divided into high and low self-monitoring groups based on a
median split. The goodness-of-fit indices for the hypothesized structural model shows
acceptable fit (Hair et al., 1998), with y2 (146) = 407, GFI = 0.91, CFI = 0.97, and RMSEA =
0.056. The model accounted for 48% of the variance in eWOM. Table 3 shows the results of
the structural model test, including estimated path coefficients and their corresponding
significance levels. Critical ratios computed by AMOS were used to compare these
coefficients between the two groups (two-tailed z-test). As a critical ratio above 1.96 implies
that the difference between two regression coefficients is significant at 0.05 level, we used the
critical ratio to test the moderation hypothesis.

The results show that impulsive eWOM tendency influences eWOM production for

both high (B = 0.52; p < 0.001) and low self-monitors (B = 0.53; p < 0.001). These results



provide support for H1. The reflective eWOM tendency has also a significant effect on
eWOM production for both high (R = 0.41; p <0.001) and low self-monitors (B = 0.20; p <
0.001), providing support for H2. However, the z-test shows that the effect of reflective
eWOM tendency on eWOM production is significantly stronger for high self-monitors than
for low self-monitors. This was an unexpected finding, but possible explanations are
discussed in the discussion. Further, the results show that self-presentation tendency
significantly affects impulsive eWOM tendency for high self-monitors (8 = 0.28; p < 0.001)
but not low self-monitors (8 = 0.07; p = 0.26). The z-test confirms that there is a significant
difference in the regression coefficients between these groups. This finding supports the
moderation hypothesis the author posits in H3. The relationship between the self-presentation
tendency and reflective eWOM tendency is significant for both high (B = 0.40; p < 0.001) and

low self-monitoring (B = 0.29; p < 0.001), supporting H4.

Table 3 here

4.3 Mediation

Following the procedures outlined by Preacher and Hayes (2008), bias-corrected
bootstrapping (5000 samples taken from the data set) tested the mediating effects of reflective
and impulsive eWOM tendencies for both high and low self-monitors. Table 4 shows the
results of the bootstrapping tests. In the high self-monitoring group, the indirect effects of the
self-presentation tendency on eWOM production via both reflective and impulsive eWOM
tendencies are significant, with a 95% confidence interval (Cl) excluding zero (0.10 to 0.26
for reflective eWOM, 0.08 to 0.26 for impulsive eWOM). In the low self-monitoring group,
the indirect effect of self-presentation tendency on eWOM production via reflective eWOM
tendency is significant, with a 95% confidence interval excluding zero (0.01 to 0.11). The

indirect effect of self-presentation tendency on eWOM production via impulsive eWOM



tendency is not significant, with a 95% confidence interval including zero (- 0.03 to 0.12).

These results are in accordance with the expectations, hence H5 and H6 were supported.

Table 4 here

5. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to increase the understanding of the psychological mechanisms
that underlie the relationship between self-presentation and eWOM production. Previous
research has suggested that self-presentation would motivate the production of eWOM
through a reflective thinking process (Berger and lyengar, 2013). However, consumers often
talk based on their impulses, and some researchers have argued that impulsive communication
may also be driven by self-presentation (Kellermann, 1992; Paulhus, 1993). This study tests
whether the latter idea is transferrable to the eWOM context by examining self-presentation
tendency as an antecedent of consumers’ reflective and impulsive eWOM tendencies. The
results show that self-presentation tendencies are indeed associated with an impulsive eWOM
tendency. However, self-presentation tendencies are only associated with impulsive eWOM
for consumers with high levels of self-monitoring, suggesting that self-presenting impulsively
demands high self-presentational abilities.

Moreover, the findings show that both impulsive and reflective eWOM processes are
associated with an enhanced tendency to produce eWOM. In both the high and low self-
monitoring group, impulsive and reflective eWOM tendencies have significant effects on
eWOM production. However, the effect sizes indicate that impulsive eWOM tendency is the
strongest predictor, suggesting that the impulsive system is the dominating contributor to

eWOM production.



Finally, this study shows that self-presentation has an indirect effect on eWOM
production through both reflective and impulsive eWOM tendencies. The only insignificant

path was the one through the impulsive eWOM tendency in the low self-monitoring group.

5.1 Theoretical implications
This research makes several contributions to the literature. First, it challenges the idea that
self-presentation only translates into a reflective eWOM process and provides an explanatory
mechanism for why this might occur. While some previous research suggests that people
could self-present using the impulsive system (Kellermann, 1992; Paulhus, 1993), no research
has, until now, found this effect in an online context. By including self-monitoring as a
moderator, this study shows that self-presentational abilities is a key factor for why impulsive
communication also could occur in an online context. Those who have such abilities should
presumably be able to self-present automatically, that is, with minimal effort and without
conscious control (Alba and Hutchinson, 1989). Thus, impulsive online communication could
be as much of a “safe” option as reflective online communication when these consumers want
to self-present. Yet, given the significant effect that self-presentation has on the reflective
eWOM tendency for both high and low self-monitors, the reflective mode of communication
still seems like the dominant option when consumers want to self-present. Thus, this study
confirms the results of previous works (Berger and lyengar, 2013; Walther, 2007), but at the
same time, it shows that the effect of self-presentation on consumers’ online communication
mode may be more nuanced than these previous studies suggest.

Second, while previous research shows that eWOM might be a function of factors that
are related to both reflective and impulsive processes (Berger and Schwartz, 2011; Blazevic et
al., 2013), this research is the first to synthesize these factors into two distinctive concepts.

Indeed, the results show that the tendency to say things about products and brands in online



channels reflectively is clearly a separate consumer disposition from having the tendency to
say things about products and brands in online channels impulsively. This resonates with the
RIM theory (Strack et al., 2006), which suggests that all consumer behaviors are a function of
both impulsive and reflective processes. Further, the RIM theory suggests that which mental
system dominates in driving a particular behavior depends on contextual factors and
consumers’ personal dispositions. The results of the current study resonate well with these
principles of the RIM theory, showing that self-monitoring plays a moderating role in
determining which mental system dominates in driving eWOM. In other words, the theory
provides a usable framework for understanding the mental determinants of eWOM production
and how these determinants differ in their effects on eWOM based on personal factors.

Third, as this is the first study to synthesize the reflective and impulsive mental
processes into two distinct determinants of eWOM, this is also the first study to examine the
relative contribution of these concepts in the generation of eWOM. By comparing the effect
sizes of these concepts on eWOM production, the impulsive eWOM tendency seems to be the
strongest determinant in both the high and low self-monitoring groups. While the impulsive
system was expected to influence eWOM production, previous research has indicated that
impulsive communication is most common in face-to-face settings (Berger and Schwartz,
2011) and that online communication is mostly driven by reflective eWOM (Berger and
lyengar, 2013). Hence, this research shows that impulsiveness as a predictor of eWOM might
be more important than previously assumed. A potential explanation for this effect could be
that consumers who are driven by an impulsive eWOM tendency are not restricted by the
need to plan what to say and could talk on the “fly” about whatever comes to their mind.
Thus, they should be able to talk and share things online more frequently, and their eWOM
production could be similar to the ongoing WOM communication that is common in offline

conversations (Berger and Schwartz, 2011). Impulsive eWOM producers who are low self-



monitors might be even freer when giving eWOM, as they are not driven by self-presentation.
Instead, they might talk about whatever is cued by the environment or that has evoked a
strong emotional reaction in them, without using too much energy on saying something
interesting.

Another possible explanation for why the impulsive eWOM tendency seems to be the
strongest determinant of eWOM production could be that producing eWOM through a
reflective system could drain self-regulatory resources (VVohs et al., 2005), which could
prevent people with a reflective eWOM tendency from giving eWOM frequently. This theory
is supported by the significantly higher importance of the reflective eWOM tendency as a
predictor of eWOM production in the high versus the low self-monitoring group. Consumers
with a lower ability to self-present should be drained faster in terms of self-regulatory
resources when planning what to say online. On the other hand, being a high self-monitor
individual could make reflective eWOM production a less effortful process and would

presumably make him or her capable of a high eWOM production using either mental system.

5.2 Practical implications

To take advantage of the power of eWOM, marketers are employing various strategies such as
engaging customers through social media (Swani et al., 2013), developing “social buzz”
campaigns (Coker and Altobello, 2016), or executing seeding campaigns among bloggers
(Kozinets et al., 2010). The success of any of these strategies hinges on triggering consumers’
motivation to talk, which necessitates an understanding of the motivational factors underlying
the eWOM generation. Previous research has suggested that self-presentation is an important
motive for producing eWOM, but that its effect is limited to a reflective form of eWOM
(Berger and lyengar, 2013) which could make it less effective for stimulating ongoing eWOM

communication (Berger and Schwartz, 2011). The current research suggests that self-



presentation could also give rise to impulsive eWOM and thus should be able to stimulate a
more ongoing type of communication. Consequently, self-presentation might be an even more
important driver of eWOM than previously assumed.

Marketers should exploit this insight by adopting self-presentation as a focal element
in their eWOM strategies. For instance, when aiming to achieve viral effects in social media,
companies should focus on designing content that is entertaining, useful or relevant to
people’s self-concept, as these are elements that could trigger consumers’ need for self-
presentation (Berger, 2014). Such content would be particularly effective if it is targeted at
consumers with high self-monitoring as these should be able to self-present through impulsive
eWOM. As shown in this research, impulsive eWOM is associated with a general stronger
tendency to produce eWOM. Thus, by combining the creation of self-presentational content
with targeting of high self-monitors, companies may be able to stimulate higher volumes of
eWOM than they would without such targeting. For instance, companies may try to identify
online influencers that appear to have strong abilities in adapting their self-presentational
behaviors, and provide them with original or surprising information about the companies’
products, or with useful product videos or blog posts that make the influencer seem smart or

helpful.

5.3 Limitations and future research

This research is subject to several limitations that should be addressed in future research. One
primary weakness was the use of two-item scales in measuring impulsive and reflective
eWOM tendencies. Although these items were adapted from well-established measures on
impulse buying (Rook and Fisher, 1995), the author recognizes that using only two items

diminishes construct validity by decreasing the likelihood of adequately covering the domain



of the constructs. Further research is therefore required to develop more robust multiple-item
scales for the constructs, and validating them across different contexts and cultures.

Another weakness of this study was the use of self-reported measures rather than
observational behaviors. As such, there is the potential for inaccuracy due to people’s
introspective abilities or social desirability tendencies. For instance, Reynolds et al. (2006)
showed that self-reported measures of impulsivity generate different results than behavioral
measures of impulsivity. Future research might therefore use experimental designs to test the
relationships examined herein.

The current study shows that self-presentation is an important driver of eWOM, but
not for consumers who score low on self-monitoring and has an impulsive eWOM tendency.
What drives these consumers’ eWOM production should be the object of future investigation.
For instance, are these consumers driven mostly by unconscious factors such as emotions
(Berger and Milkman, 2012) and accessibility (Berger and Schwartz, 2011), or could they
also be driven by more intentional motives such as helping others or persuasion (Berger,
2014)?

Future research should also consider moderating factors in the relationship between
the reflective and impulsive systems and eWOM production. While this study shows that the
impulsive eWOM tendency is relatively more important than the reflective eWOM tendency,
there might be situations where the opposite occurs. For instance, would consumers with
strong product involvement be more driven by a reflective versus an impulsive eWOM
tendency (Blazevic et al., 2013)? Furthermore, could there be any factors that would make the
effect of impulsive eWOM communication even more dominant than in this study. Lurie et al.
(2014) showed that eWOM via mobile devices tends to be written in real time, whereas

desktop eWOM is written after a longer time delay. Does this indicate that the impulsive



eWOM tendency is an even stronger predictor of eWOM when mobile is the communication
device?

The current study focuses on the volume aspect of eWOM. Future research could
extend to investigating how the impulsive and the reflective eWOM tendencies are related to
other aspects of eWOM such as valence. For instance, since impulsivity is typically rooted in
a personality characterized by higher levels of emotional instability (Steenkamp and Maydeu-
Olivares, 2015), it could be expected that impulsive eWOM would have a stronger
relationship with negative than with positive eWOM. On the other hand, reflective individuals
would typically be more strategic in their communication, and presumably transmit more
positive eWOM as this put them in a better light (Berger, 2014).

A final avenue for future research is to examine how consumers with either a
reflective or an impulsive eWOM tendency affects the receiver of eWOM. One possibility is
that reflective eWOM producers have a relatively weaker influence on the receiver, as
consumers dislike people who engage in deliberate self-presentation (Blazevic et al., 2013).
Another possibility is that reflective eWOM producers are more influential, as these use more

time to construct what to say, and thus might be perceived as more credible.
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Table 1: Confirmatory factor analysis and measurement properties of the scales

Standardized Reliability Variance

factor coefficient* extracted
loadings
Self-presentation tendency 0.93 0.77
1. If I was going to say something about products or brands
on the Internet, I would have been concerned about the .94
impression | would make on others
2. If 1 was going to say something about products or brands
on the Internet, | would have been concerned about what .88
others had thought of me
3. If I was going to mention a product or brand in a
conversation on the Internet, | would have been .85
concerned about the way | presented myself
4. If I was going to say my opinion about a product or a
brand on the Internet, I would have been worried about .82
making a good impression
Impulsive eWOM tendency 0.84 0.77
1. When | talk about products or brands on the Internet, |
am often quite spontaneous %
2. | often say things about products or brands on the
Internet without thinking it through in advance "
Reflective eWOM tendency 0.89 0.82
1. Most of what | say about products or brands on the .
.94

Internet is carefully thought through




2.

I carefully plan what to say when talking about products

or brands on the Internet

eWOM production

1.

I like introducing new brands and products to my friends
and family through the Internet

I like to talk to others about my product and brand
experiences on the Internet

I share information about new brands and products on the
Internet with people other than my close friends and
family

| often tell others about new products and brands through
the Internet

I usually spend a lot of time on the Internet sharing my
knowledge about products and brands

| share brand and product information actively with

others through the Internet

Self-monitoring

1.

In social situations, | have the ability to alter my behavior
if | feel that something else is called for.

I have the ability to control the way | come across to
people, depending on the impression | wish to give them
When | feel that the image | am portraying isn't working,
I can readily change it to something that does

I have found that I can adjust my behavior to meet the
requirements of any situation | find myself in

Once | know what the situation calls for, it's easy for me

to regulate my actions accordingly

.85

.90

94

.93

.95

91

.96

.75

.84

.70

.79

.75

0.98

0.88

0.87

0.59

* Spearman-Brown for constructs with 2 items, composite reliability for constructs with 3+ items



Table 2: Correlations, means, and standard deviations

1 2 3 4 5
1. Self-presentation -
2. Impulsive eWOM 0.17** -
3. Reflective eWOM 0.35** 0.38** -
4. eWOM production 0.24** 0.60** 0.48** -
5. Self-monitoring 0.17** 0.15** 0.22** 0.28** -
M 3.7 3.1 3.6 2.6 4.5
SD 1.6 15 1.6 15 11
*p < 0.05: **p < 0.01
Table 3: Test of structural model and research hypotheses
High self-monitors Low self-monitors
Hypothesized effects B B Z-score
Impulsive eWOM tendency -> eWOM
0.52** 0.53** -0.49
production
Reflective eWOM tendency -> eWOM
0.41** 0.20** -3.73**
production
Self-presentation -> Impulsive eWOM
0.28** 0.07 -2.36**
tendency
Self-presentation -> Reflective eWOM
0.40** 0.29** -0.89

tendency

*p < 0.05: **p < 0.01



Table 4: Bootstrap test of indirect effects

High self-monitors Low self-monitors
S 95 % ClI S 95 % ClI
LL UL LL UP

Self-presentation -> Reflective eWOM ->
0.17 0.10 0.26 0.06 0.01 0.11
eWOM production

Self-presentation -> Impulsive eWOM ->
0.16 0.08 0.26 0.04 -0.03 0.12
eWOM production

CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = uppér limit

Figure 1: Conceptual model

Self-monitoring

Impulsive eWOM
tendency

eWOM
production
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