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The Impact of Source of Word-of-mouth and Social Comparison on Customization

Product’s Purchase Intention -The Moderating Role of Self-Assessed Ability

Student : Chen, Yi-Ting Advisor : Dr. Chang, Chia-Chi

Department of Management Science
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ABSTRACT

Mass customization is generally defined as “a customer co-design process of
products and services which meet the needs of each individual customer.” This
study examined the change of customer’s purchase intention when a customer
received a recommendation from«different close people and occurred social
comparison. We want to test how the customer’s self-skill will affect the
interaction. Thus a 2(source of WOM)x2(social comparison )x 2 (self-assessed
skill) experimental design.was employed. Results show there is no interaction
between three factors. Our study. results reveal that the purchase intention of high
(low) skill people is higher (lower) in the upward comparison than in the
downward comparison. In addition, the purchase intention of high (low) skill
people is higher when the WOM information is from a stranger (friend) than from
a friend (stranger). Moreover, purchase intention of high skill people is higher than
low skill people in average.

For firms, this is good news for knowing low skill people’s purchase
intention can be increased by a high skill close friend. It is a good opportunity for
gaining profit if the firms can make positive word-of-mouth information through
their customers.

Keywords : Word-of-Mouth, Social Comparison, mass customization, purchase

intention
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Chapter 1 : Introduction

1.1 Background and research motivation

Recent years, we can observe that many firms strive to develop mass
customization technologies to try to meet every customer’s needs. The firms believe
as long as they provide the “self-design” opportunity for consumers, they will benefit
more than just offer those standard goods. “In product categories, ranging from
running shoes to pet beds to ceiling fans, consumers are becoming the designer of
their own products” (Moreau and Herd;2010); this statement points out it is much
possible for extensive firms to provide a self-design opportunity in their market. Even
though there are studies examine related phenomenon,.for instance, giving constraint
choice than free choice condition will' generate more creativity (Moreau and Dahl
2005), or providing instructions to consumer can help increase consumers’ enjoyment
during a creative task (Darren and Moreau 2007; Darren and Moreau 2007). There are
rarely researches investigating the effects of word- of-mouth behavior in self-designed
experiences in mass customization area.

Reviewing earlier word-of-mouth literatures, we can find almost all the
word-of-mouth studies were discussed on pure product market or on service market.

In mass customization market, however, it includes both the product and service traits.



In recent years, with the growth of self-designed trends, we think it is interesting to

discuss the effects of recommendation behavior in self-designed experiences.

1.2 Research Objectives

From Herr’s (1991) study, he asserts that vivid (face to face) word-of-mouth
information is more effective than printed word-of-mouth message. Accordingly, we
take this argument into account in our study. We would like to know when a vivid
recommendation occurred in real life, if the customer would be willing to purchase
this self-design experience and .make ‘their efforts to complete a customization
product.

Besides, another interesting factor is the closeness level in a relationship. In
previous study of word of mouth, Brown and-Reingen (1987) indicates strong tie
relationship such as family and friends was more persuasive than general magazine
expert or strangers. However, in general social comparison theory, it indicates that
people will feel more threatened when compared with close others, although it also
has opposite arguments. Summarizing above, if the word-of-mouth sender show with
a creation in his recommendation (vivid visual information we focused on here), this
situation may cause an upward or downward social comparison consequently. Then, it
may bring totally different results of the customer’s willingness to self-design.

Additionally, there was also scholars believe “assimilation” effect would happen
2



when people compared with other close. They claimed people who have confident

self-views may feel “birds of a feather heuristic®, regardless of comparison direction

(Pelham and Wachsmuth 1995).

According to discussions in word-of-mouth and social comparison mentioned

above, we think there must have some interaction in close relationship in

word-of-mouth and in social comparison simultaneously. However, we have no idea

about which side will decide the whole interaction. Finally, we think there must be

another factor “self skill” will determine the effects.

In research of Page and Moreau (2007), they list seven motivations for doing

creative tasks from twelve high skill interviewers in first pilot study. The first and

most mentioned is autonomy and competence. And they claimed the people with more

prior experiences about baking will have more enjoyment in a baking cookie task.

And high skill person also has more motivations than those who are lack of similar

experiences to undertake a creative task. From their research of the moderator “prior

skill” and two different inherent motivations in two skill level people, the author are

interesting in testing the moderator effects of word-of-mouth and social comparison.

Summarized the statements mentioned above, the research purposes are showed

as following:

1. What is the effect of word-of-mouth in mass customization market?



2. How is the effect of close relationship between word-of-mouth and social
comparison?

3. Does self-assessed skill moderate the effects between word-of-mouth and social
comparison?

1.3 Organization of the Research

This research had five chapters outlined as follows.

Chapter one introduces the researching background and the motivation, the
objectives and the research structure.

Chapter two reviews the literatures of each factor: They are word-of-mouth, mass
customization and social comparison. In this section, also includes the hypothesis and
research framework.

Chapter three introduces the research methods, including the pretest, data
collection and experiment design, measurement and manipulation check items of
every variable in this study.

Chapter four tests the hypothesis and showed the results. Analysis methods the
author used in this study include Reliability Analysis, ANOVA. Further, we explained
some findings behind these statistic results.

Chapter five discusses the results and states some implications in this study,

listing limitations, and gives some suggestions for future research.
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Chapter 2 : Literature Review

2.1 Research Framework

In this study, there are three major issues to identify. First, understand the effects
of word-of-mouth recommendation behavior to self-designed market. Second, find the
effects of social comparison power on consumer’s decision about paying and
designing a handmade product in a recommendation situation. The third one, we are
most interesting in the joint factor “closeness relationship” between WOM
recommendation behavior and the social comparison theory in mass customization
market. The last one, we would like to know' customer’s purchase intention
(willingness to make an effort to self-design). These'variables will be discussed in the

following literature reviews.

Social Comparison

(upward vs. downward)

Self-Assessed Skill
(high vs. low)

A

Source of WOM

(friend vs. stranger)

Purchase Intention

&
y

Figure2 Research Framework



2.2 Self-Designed Products

In recent years, relevant research about self-designed experience has been
widely discussed from many aspects. Include progressive online website toolkits for
mass customization (Taylor Randall 2003) in many firms, or examining the variation
of creativity in a designing experience (Moreau and Dahl 2005), and the extra
value-generated from the “self-designed effects” (Franke 2010), topics like these have
been studying vastly. Previous research has clearly indicated the design task role shift
from manufacturers to customers will increase higher preference fit to consumers.
And some empirical studies also showed that at a constant product quality, consumer
have intense preference for their self-designed products(Deng 2009; Franke, Schreier
et al. 2010). For recent years, new issues about “self-design experience” have been
increasingly studied.

From Moreau’s series studies of creative experience (2005; 2007; 2010), we
can obtain some important principles to increase the willingness to design. While
much evidence reveals that “self-designed” is a tendency in marketing without a
doubt, little attention has been focused on the customer’s willingness (or purchase
intention in this study) to implement a design task inherently, that is why the author
would like to test the effects of recommendation on general people. For customization

firms, maybe it is worthy to examine. They might wonder “Is the word-of-mouth still



effective in this market?”

Here exactly some serious problems exists in customization market. For

example, Richard (2006) has proposed the question as to* how many consumers will

have the creativity, desire, time, and energy to customize or design their own

products” especially in the society with hurried life style. This is a fundamental part

we want to know about consumers. When or what kind of situation that a consumer

will consume and self-design a customization product spontaneously or even having

more willingness to join a creative task? All mentioned above is we want to know in

this study. According to research of C. Page Moreau (2007), he asserted when people

have some prior experiences about baking, they may get more enjoyment during a

creative baking task. Also, .the group of “high skill” person will have more

motivations like autonomy and competence in their study. The more motivations in

consumers, the higher the probability the people will join a craft activity.

For the reason above mentioned, the author would like to focus on customer’s

purchase intention. That is, if someone recommends them to self-design a creative

product, how will the person’s intention to design and make efforts to make one. We

believe this can help obtain some interesting results from consumers about specific

creative self-design task. And furthermore, give some implications to firms or have

some contributions to related theories.



2.3 Word of Mouth

Since the early 1950s, Word-of-mouth communications have received

considerable discussion in both academics and practitioners for decades.

Many researchers have demonstrated that personal conversations and informal

exchange of information among acquaintances will influence consumers' choices and

purchase decisions (Johan 1967). Besides, most of the managerial literature also

claims that the word-of-mouth (WOM) communications activity is one of the most

powerful forces in the marketplace (Silverman 1997). This is mainly because

consumers usually rely on informal and/or personal information sources in purchase

decision making process as opposed to more formal and/or organizational sources

such as media advertising campaigns.(Bansal and Voyer 2000). For examples, there

are researches proved that WOM influence is stronger than print ads, personal selling,

and broadcast advertising (Feldman 1965; Engel 1969).

The author reviews previous researches of word of mouth, and find many

aspects about word of mouth have been studied so far. However, there’s an interesting

part in WOM should be focused is why some word-of-mouth information have more

influences in persuasion than others. In view of this, many studies has actually

reported specific variables, for example, source expertise (Gilly 1998; Bansal and

Voyer 2000), tie strength (Brown and Reingen 1987; Frenzen and Nakamoto 1993),



and demographic similarity (Brown and Reingen 1987) will affect WOM’s effects

significantly.

In our research, we would like to focus on one special factor in word of mouth:

tie strength. Tie strength can be defined as the closeness of the social relationship

between the source sender and the receiver of word-of-mouth (Brown and Reingen

1987). The work of Brown & Reingen (1987) clearly indicates that strong ties have

greater influence on the receiver’s behavior than weak ties (such as strangers). So far,

arguments that strong tie such as friends and family have more influences on

consumers’ attraction to products that has been supported in literatures (Frenzen and

Nakamoto 1993; Bansal and Voyer 2000). Tie strength has been found as one of the

most critical factors explaining the effects of WOM.communications (Arnaud De

Bruyn 2008).

Especially, Word-of-mouth is particularly important in service market,

because inherently intangible characteristic of service will raise consumers’ perceived

risk (Berry 1980; Zeithaml 1981; Zeithaml 1985). WOM in service market has being

seen as a more credible information source for consumers (Silverman 2001).

Summarized these statements mentioned above, we found that almost the

discussion on word-of-mouth is within material product market or service market.

With the growth of mass customization market these years, we think the

10



word-of-mouth effects may possibly be different in creative self-design area. We
considered that into mass customization markets, including creative self-designed
experiences, for example, craft activity. This can be seen as a special kind of
consumption possesses both product and service characteristics.

Thus, we assume interpersonal recommendation behavior (word of mouth
behavior) may generate different effects on this unique consumption experience. In
this study, we take a special situation into account that a recommendation about
self-designed experience may possibly happened. For example, people who
recommend others to join a creative task often showed their creation to another people
at the same time. Thus, it may possibly lead to social comparison and bring complex

effects on this recommendation.

2.4 Social Comparison

The social comparison theory (Festinger 1954), suggests that people always
desire to know a stable and precise appraisal of themselves. Festinger (1954)
maintains that if people are uncertain of their self-evaluations about their opinion or
ability, they will try to use objective and nonsocial standards to evaluate themselves.
But if there is no objective standard available, then people will often compare with
other close people to obtain information and find where they stand.

11



For almost 50 years, this theory indeed has played an important role in not

only the pure social perspectives, but also has extended to personality psychology

(Mussweiler 2000; Mussweiler 2002). For instance, this kind of comparing behaviors

may influence people to meet specific motives or goals (Argo, White et al. 2006).

Earlier researches indicate some kinds of social comparison information can be

threatening to the self under certain circumstances, such as be outperformed by

someone else (upward social comparison), and it is one thing of interest in this study.

On the contrary, downward comparison is also includeed and discussed. In general,

downward comparison was considered as.fewer threats to the self. Most people

compared with worse-off others for self-enhancement. It can serve as a safer

comparison direction.

According to the work of Moreau (2010), they suggest customer who faces an

upward comparison will have lower evaluations to their self-designed backpack than

parallel comparison. In creative self-design experiences, they also indicate customers

who undertake a creative activity will apparently compare with other people in terms

of the product and the designer. It is an innate drive to the customer. Their results

support the generally social comparison theory. Upward comparison has much threat

to the self. On the other side, some people assume people won’t feel threaten even

when they face an upward comparison with close person or won’t feel better with a

12



downward comparison (Pelham and Wachsmuth 1995). They propose a “social
assimilation” process for people with high self-certainty. They believe people who
know where they stand would not make explicit comparison with close others, instead,
they reflect directly. Another self-evaluation maintenance theory (Tesser, Millar et al.
1988), however, provide different argumentation. According to Tesser’s (1988)
assertion in this model, he assumes most people have motives to maintain or to
increase self-evaluation, so people tend to compare themselves with other people,
especially close people than not-close ones. In this model, when people compared
with a psychologically close. one and upward comparison happened (self is
outperformed by other), people will decrease self-evaluation only “in a relevant
domain”. On the other hand, self-evaluation may possibly be raised if other’s
outstanding performance is highly “irrelevant”. [t means which outcome will happen
is determined by whether the other’s performance is relevant or irrelevant to one’s
self-definition. Self-definition can be seen as the importance of a task for someone.

From above, we can know many different views in related social comparison
theory, especially in the upward comparison. Thus, we have many interests in the
effects of closeness in word-of-mouth and also in social comparison.

2.5 Hypothesis

Summarizing word of mouth and social comparison literature reviews, we

13



have great interests in one joint factor between the two areas: closeness relationship.

Closeness relationship between word of mouth and social comparison exactly bring

entirely different effects. In aspect of word of mouth, from the work of Brown &

Reingen (1987), they clearly indicate that strong ties have greater influences on the

receiver’s behavior than weak ties (for example, information from strangers). So far,

arguments about strong ties, such as friends and family, have more influences on

consumers’ attractions to products has been supported in literatures (Frenzen and

Nakamoto 1993; Bansal and Voyer 2000). On the other hand, from the view of

general social comparison theory, there was scholar assert that compared with

psychologically close people will cause more threat to the self, especially in upward

social comparison. But we can still get the opposite arguments about close upward

comparison. In view of these discussions ‘above, the author assume interaction

between word of mouth (close people vs. not close people) and social comparison

(upward comparison vs. downward comparison) may have no significant interaction

consequently. For the reason, we try to figure out the third factor to possibly test their

effects. We predict that one factor may clarify the effects. That is customer’s inherent

ability.

Followed the research of Moreau’s qualitative study (2007), we can obtain

high skill customer’s motivations who have high frequency undertake creative tasks.

14



For example, autonomy and competence are the most mentioned by interviewers in

their study. Most of the interviewers said they obtain satisfaction from completing a

creative project, or indicated they get more enjoyments derived from the freedom to

choose the process and/or design of the task. Considering these results, the author

believes that people often did handicraft or creative task spontaneously should have

more interests in join a similar task. As long as you have more interests to a creative

task, you will get more satisfaction from doing it. According to their third study

(Darren and Moreau 2007), it also shows that the high skill persons have more prior

experiences would more likely to have higher-enjoyments when doing a creative task.

Besides, we also consider low skill person have fewer interests in a creative task,

opposite from high skill person. So, low skill person may be influenced much when

facing an upward comparison in a recommendation condition (more than high skill

person). Consequently, based on more motivations and enjoyments, we think high

skill group won’t be threatened so much when facing an upward comparison. Again,

we believe “self-assessed ability” will moderate the effects of word of mouth and

social comparison in this study.

Additionally, the following hypothesis was formulated:

H1: Purchase intention is higher in high skill customer than in low skill customer.

15



H2a: For low skill customers, when upward comparison occurred, the purchase

intention will be lower in closer the WOM sender than in not close WOM sender.

H2b: For low skill customers, when downward comparison occurred, the purchase

intention will be higher in closer the WOM sender than in not close WOM

sender.

H2c: For high skill customers, purchase intention will higher in close WOM sender

than not close WOM sender, regardless of comparison direction.

16



Chapter 3 : Research Methodology

3.1 Overview

The experiment processes include three parts. The first part is stimulus pretest,
and the second part is questionnaire of self-assessed skill, the third part is main

investigation. We further analyze the data and show the results of next chapter.

3.2 Designing scenario

The scenario used in this study was: a'scenic area in Taiwan. We have to choose a
scenario that a recommendation behavior will happen possibly in our real life.
Furthermore, for the reason of providing reasonable situation for each cell (source of
WOM: friend v.s stranger; social comparison: upward comparison v.s downward
comparison), the author decided to use a scenario that almost everyone might
encounter in a scenic area, especially when someone have a holiday, they may
probably go out to a scenic area. The most important reason why we choose “scenic
area “is there are exactly handicraft shops in specific scenic area for tourists to play in
Taiwan. This is a realistic phenomenon in Taiwan. And the scenario is a word of
mouth behavior from a friend or from a stranger who recommended the subject to

self-design a DIY photo frame.

17



3.3 Experiment Design

The author adopted a 2 (source of WOM: friend and stranger) x2 (social
comparison: upward comparison and downward comparison) x2 (self -assessed skill:
high and low) between-subject factorial experiment to test our hypotheses. The
dependent variable of interest was purchase intention.

The whole experiment process was divided into two parts. And the sample was
from National Chiao Tung University (five classes) and Chung Hua University (four
classes). The first part of our experiment is to measure the participants’ self-assessed
skill about craft in the first week.” After two- weeks later, the other researchers will
appear in the class and give the same participants a formal questionnaire. After
collecting the second data, the experiment can be considered finished. By doing so,
we can make sure the participants’ skill ‘level would not be influenced by our
manipulation of social comparison in scenario. Two weeks of time gap can obtain the

participant’s self skill level more precisely.

3.4 Manipulation of source of WOM

According to previous research, the author followed the method of closeness
relationship’s manipulation that most be used: divided the source of WOM into two
groups: close and not close. We uses “friend” as close relationship group, and

“stranger” as not close relationship group.
18



3.5 Manipulation of social comparison and Stimulus

In this study, although we interest in the effects of recommendation in such a
mass customization market, the WOM receiver still need a possible image in their
minds as a cue to participate this DIY task more possibly, that is here we have to
choose two pictures to meet our needs for both social comparison and try to get closer
to a more realistic situation. So, under this consideration, we decide to use two
handmade photo frame pictures as upward social comparison and downward social
comparison stimulus. We conduct an online pretest to pick out the two photo frame
pictures. Two criteria were considered to.choose the suitable photo frame pictures: the
first, they must be perceived identical attractive; second, they must be critically
different on perceived difficulty. Following the above two rules, we select twenty
handmade photo frame pictures from' “www.google.com.tw” randomly. Then, we
conduct two surveys of attractiveness and difficulty on Internet respectively. That
means a person will not judge one picture’s attractiveness and also give a difficulty
grade simultaneously.

In attractiveness survey, the author additionally analyzes the effects of gender.
From a statistic result, we found that there are four photo frame pictures that have a
significant difference between male and female (p<.05). So, we dropped these four
pictures. By doing so, we can avoid the risks of getting biases from gender difference
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in our formal study.

After collecting the remained data, we use SPSS (paired-sample t-test) to find all

the pairs that have the same attractiveness. Then, we also use the same method

(paired-sample t-test) to analyze difficulty data. To meet above two criteria, we finally

decided a pair of photo frame pictures that have the same attractiveness (n.s. p=.759)

and were perceived significantly different difficulty (p>.000).

Eventually, two stimulus of upward and downward comparison pictures were be

confirmed in this study (see Appendix I ). Tablel summarized the information about

the two pretests.

Table 1 Results of stimulus in pretest

sample gender p-value
Attractiveness Male 27
48 759
Survey Female 21
Difficulty Male 24
45 .000
Survey Female 21
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3.6 Measurements

In this study, the constructs used were measured by multiple items. All items
were verified on seven-points Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly

agree).

3.6.1 Measures of Independent Variables - Source of WOM
There are two items used to measure the source of WOM. They were: “Before
today, I have known this people for a few days.” and “I don’t know this person who

just talked to me.”

3.6.2 Measures of Independent Variables - Social Comparison
The author used two items to measure two levels of social comparison. They
were: “For me, it is very hard to make and design this photo frame,” and “This

word-of-mouth sender is indeed having a better artistic talent than me.”

3.6.3 Measures of Independent Variables - Self-assessed Skill

In this study, the author believed the subjective craft ability is based on
individual’s prior knowledge. To measure the skill level of each participant, the author
used a four-item scale of self-assessed ability from Yi - Chaing Huang (2007), and in
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order to fit our study much precisely, we modified these four item slightly. These
items were more suitable for handicraft context. Finally, they were: “Compared to
other people, I think my ability about handcrafts is excellent.” » “I am confident of
choosing a beautiful handicraft” > “I think I can make a handicraft, which satisfies me”

and “As to pick out a beautiful handicraft product, I am very experienced.”

3.6.4 Measures of Dependent Variable - Purchase Intention

In previous research by Dodds, Monroe and Grewal (1991), the purchase
intention could be measured in.three modified items: They were “The possibility of
paying for self-designing a DIY photo frame is high.” ,*“If I were going to buy a photo
frame, I would consider paying for self-designing. a DIY photo frame” ,“My

willingness to self-design a DIY photo frame is high.”

3.6.5 Realistic Check Items
In scenario’s reliability, we use two items form Shu -Han Chang (2009). They
are “The story reflects what might happen in the real world” and “I had no difficulty

imagining myself in this situation”.
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Chapter 4 . Results

In this chapter, it includes the analysis of data and qualified samples’
background, manipulation check, and the reliability of the results. Through 273
effective samples, we got a reality score of average 5.04 (above 4) by using 7-points
Liket scales. Since the participants thought the scenario we designed could happen in
a real world, the following analysis and discussions were to be considered meaningful.
In this study, some statistic methodologies, such as ANOVA, Independent-Sample T
Test were being used to test our hypothesis. Statistic software SPSS that broadly used

in marketing as a tool is also being used in this study, edition is 17.00.

4.1 Background of participants

After collecting the second time questionnaires, there are total 273 samples in
this study consequently qualified. All the samples are students, 62.6% are male, age
between 16 to 20 years old are 50.9%, income from NT.4,001 to NT.6000 are 30.4%

and 91.9% samples have educational level of college degree.
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Table 2 Experience of Participants

Frequency Percentage
I am or I have ever studied design No 240 87.9%
courses. Yes 32 12.1%
Total 273 100%
Table 3 Experience of Participants
Frequency Percentage
I  ever have related _‘design No 159 58.2%
experiences. Yes 114 41.8%
Total 273 100%
Table 4 Demographics of Participants
Demographics Category Frequency Percentage
Gender Female 102 37.4%
Male 171 62.6%
Total 272 100%
Age 16-20 139 50.9%
21-25 129 47.3%
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26-30 4 1.5%
31-35 1 0.3%
Total 273 100.0%
Income Less than 4,000 72 26.4%
4,001-6,000 83 30.4%
6,001-8,000 58 21.2%
8,001-10,000 40 14.7%
10,001-30,000 17 6.2%
30,001-50,000 2 0.7%
50,001-70,000 1 0.4%
Total 273 100%
Education degree College 251 91.9%
Graduate upward 22 8.1%
Total 273 100.0%
Occupation students 273 100%
Total 273 100%
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4.2 Reliability

We test the reliability of each factor needed to ensure all items we used for the
same factor have internal consistency. Cronbach’s alpha is mostly used to test the
reliability, as long as the alpha value is above 0.7, it represents a good reliability of
these items in this factor. The reliability of closeness is 0.763, and comparison is
0.753.
Cronbach’s alpha value of items to assess subjects’ skill level is 0.755, and 0.875 for
reality of the scenario, purchase intention as the dependent variable in our study also
have 0.852. All Cronbach’s alpha values:in this study-are all above 0.7. It means this

study is reliable.

Table 5 Reliability Statistics

Construct Cronbach’s Alpha N of Items
Source of WOM 763 2
Comparison 753 2
Self-assessed Skill 755 4
Reality 875 2
Purchase Intention(DV) .852 3
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4.3 Manipulation Check

4.3.1 Manipulation Check of Source of WOM

There are 129 and 144 samples in close relationship (friend) and not close

relationship respectively. We use Independent-Sample T Test to do the source of

WOM manipulation check. From the statistic result presented in Table 6, it shows

significantly difference between friend group and stranger group (p<.000).

Manipulation check is successful.

Table 6 Manipulation Check of Closeness

Source of Std. Sig.

N Mean T
WOM Deviation (two-tailed)
Friend 129 4.7364 1.2718 10.063 .000
Stranger 144 3.1771 1.2839

4.3.2 Manipulation Check of Comparison

There are 132 samples in upward comparison group and 141 samples in

downward comparison group. Also, by Independent-Sample T Test, we again have the

result of significant difference between upward and downward comparison (p<.000).

Thus, the manipulation is also successful.
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Table 7 Manipulation Check of Comparison

Std. Sig.
Comparison N Mean T
Deviation (two-tailed)
Upward 132 3.8371 1.1892 -5.145 .000
Downward 141 4.6099 1.2860

4.3.3 Self-assessed skill

The average mean of all participantsis4:52162. We remained the number to five

dots to separate participants to two groups more precisely. By doing so, we can avoid

discarding too many effective samples. If the average mean of four skill items is

higher than 4.51262, we assigned this group ‘as high skill people. Also, average grades

lower than 4.51262 will be considered as low skill group. High skill group mean is

5.42, and low skill group mean is 3.76.

28



4.4 Hypothesis Testing
4.4.1 Interaction between Source of WOM and Social Comparison
across Different Skill Level

The author use ANOVA to examine the interaction between source of word of
mouth and social comparison across different self-assessed skill. For H2a, it
suggested that for low skill customers, when an upward comparison occurred, the
closer the WOM sender, the lower the purchase intention is. H2b indicated that, for
low skill customers, when downward comparison occurred, the closer the WOM
sender, the higher the purchase«intention is: As stated in H2c, we predict the purchase
intention will higher in close" WOM sender than not close WOM sender, regardless of
comparison direction. In order to test the effects, a2 (friend; stranger) x 2 (upward
comparison; downward comparison)” x. 2" (high skill; low skill) three way
between-subjects ANOVA was adopted to analyze the interaction.

Table 8 shows the results of three-way ANOVA, and we can find there is no
significant three-way interaction among source of word of mouth, social comparison
and self-assessed skill level (F=.237, p=.627). However, we found a main effects of
self-assessed skill (F=6.966, p<.05), so HI is supported. To test H2a, we found no
significant effect between close and not close word of mouth sender in upward
comparison for low skill person. H2b were also not supported. To test H2c for high
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skill people, we use a two way ANOVA and the results showed there is no significant

effect. (F=2.29, p=.133). Thus, H2c is not supported. Besides, there are two

additionally significant interactions occurred that we didn’t predict in the first place.

The two significant interactions will be further discussed in next chapter. And some

descriptive statistics were showed in Table 9.

Table 8 Three-way ANOVA of Purchase intention

Mean
Source Typelll. Sum of Squares df F Sig.
Square
Corrected Model 22.685% 7 3.241 2.523 016
Intercept 6135.707 1 6135.707 4777.419  .000
Self-assessed Skill 8946 1 8.946 6.966 .009
Source of WOM 2123 1 123 .096 757
Comparison .030 1 .030 .024 .878
Self-assessed Skill *
4.669 1 4.669 3.636 .058

Source of WOM
Self-assessed Skill *

] 6.740 1 6.740 5.248 .023
Comparison
Source of WOM *

] .329 1 .329 .256 613
Comparison
Self-assessed Skill *
Source of WOM * 304 1 304 237 627
Comparison
Error 340.343 265 1.284
Total 6687.556 273
Corrected Total 363.028 272

a. R Squared =.062 (Adjusted R Squared = .038)
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Table 9 Descriptive Statistic of Purchase Intention

Friend Stranger
Self-assessed
Comparison Std. Std.
Skill Means N Means N
Deviation Deviation
L Up 4.66 1.075 33 4.30 1.287 36
ow Down 482 1120 38 473 1086 41
. Up 5.01 1.136 35 5.32 1.108 37
High
Down 4.67 1.163 23 4.50 1.083 30
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Chapter 5 : Discussion

5.1 Discussion

From the statistic results, we found there is no significant three-way
interaction among source of word of mouth, social comparison and self-assessed skill
level. However, the author uses two way ANOVA to analyze the data in upward
comparison condition (shown in Table10), and we find a significant effect between
skill and source of WOM. Figure 3 reveals that the purchase intention of low skill
people will be higher when the word of mouth information is from a friend than from
a stranger in an upward comparison condition, which suggests that low skill people
feel less threatened to a friend than to a stranger in an upward comparison. This result
is opposite to our original hypothesis, and the author thought this is a chance for
customization firms to strive. In contrast to high skill people, low skill people reveal
lower purchase intension when WOM is from a high skill friend than from a high skill
stranger. In view of this, some important implications for customization firms will be
listed in next section. On the other hand, although the purchase intention of high skill
people decreases when the word of mouth information is from a friend than from a
stranger in an upward comparison, high skill people show higher purchase intention
than low skill people in average (Figure 3).

Besides, we still have two 2X2 significant interactions as Chapter four shows
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can be discussed as follows. The first interaction is between self-assessed skill and

comparison (F= 5.248, p=.023, Figure 4). From the Figure 4, we can see the purchase

intention of high skill people is higher in the upward comparison than in the

downward comparison. On the other hand, for low skill people, purchase intention is

higher in the downward comparison than in the upward comparison. Another

significant interaction is between self-assessed skill and source of WOM (F= 3.636,

p=.058, Figure 5). Figure 5 reveals that the purchase intention of high skill people is

higher when the WOM information is from a stranger than from a friend. For low skill

people, the purchase intention is higher when the WOM information is from a friend

than from a stranger.

From the two interactions, we can find some interesting results that are

different from our views. In the first interaction between self-assessed skill and

comparison, it reveals that in an upward comparison, high skill people have more

courage or other motives to drive them to have a higher purchase intention than in a

downward comparison. It may be due to the fact that upward comparison serves as

motivation to design a better product, yet, this speculation is to be examined in future

study.. As the low skill people, the result is consistent with our prediction.

The second interaction between self-assessed skill and source of WOM also

shows an interesting result. It shows that high skill people have more willingness to
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try a customization product when they receive a recommendation from a stranger than
from a friend. This result is inconsistent with findings in previous literature, and
worth for further research. The fact that a stranger’s WOM information has more
significant effect than a friend’s WOM to attract high skill people to buy a
customization product may also have some important implications to firms. On the
contrary, the purchase intention of low skill people will be higher from friend’s

recommendation than from a stranger is also consistent with our prediction.

Table 10 Results of Two-way ANOVA for Upward Comparison Condition

Typelll Sum of Mean
Source df F Sig.
Squares Square
Corrected Model 21 .086a 3 7.029 5.261 .002
Intercept 3269.108 1 3269.108 2446.788  .000
Self-Assessed Skill 16.558 1 16.558 12.393 .001
Source of WOM .026 1 .026 .020 .889
Self-Assessed Skill *
3.903 1 3.903 2.921 .090
Source of WOM
Error 183.043 137 1.336
Total 3486.778 141
Corrected Total 204.129 140

a. R Squared = .103 (Adjusted R Squared = .084)
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5.2 Implication

Although our original prediction was not supported, we can still see interesting
results fortunately. For example, for low skill customers, we think it is hard to push
them to buy a self-design consumption experience in prediction, because of lack of
intrinsic motivation and threats from close friend’s upward comparison. However, we
got totally different conclusion from this prediction. Low skill people will have higher
purchase intention when the word of mouth information is from a friend than from a
stranger in an upward comparison, This means the word of mouth effects on low skill
person is more effective when it is from- a-high skill friend than from a high skill
stranger. This may due to that low skill feel less threatened in an upward comparison
with a friend than with a stranger. On the other-hand, for high skill person, although
they will feel threatened from a friend in upward comparison, their purchase intention
is still averagely higher than low skill people. The author thought the inner motivation
of high skill people drives themselves to have higher purchase intention when facing
an upward comparison.

From above discussions, the author think high skill level is important in the
customization market. We believe more experiences can help increasing skill, as long
as enough experiences accumulated, low skill person may possibly become high skill

person and have higher purchase intention to a customization product. By doing some
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activities to help accumulate customer’s experience and lift their skill level is

important for firms. We suggest customization firms to do some promotions, such as

low-price promotion, to attract low-skill customers. In addition, firms can provide

some training program and instructions to low-skill customers when they design and

make a customization product. Help customers to have high skill must be one of the

important things in mass customization market.

5.3 Limitation and Future Research

We can draw some implications from results in this study, but there are still some

limitations. First, as we mentioned earlier in chapter three, in order to avoid

participants to be affected by our experiment scenario (manipulation of upward

comparison or downward comparison), we measured their self-assessed skill points

before the formal questionnaire. So, two times qualified samples are much fewer than

we imagined. Some people may only have filled out only one time questionnaire, such

kind of data became useless. One cell of our study is only 23 samples, so the result

may be unstable.

Second, there are much more male sample than female (male=171vs.

female=102). This causes problems for equal preference of stimulus picture in male

and female people. There is a significant difference between gender (t=2.065, p<.04).

However, we also find another significant difference between easy and hard photos
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(t=-4.484, p<.000). We thought this is because the avoidless noise from scenario they

just involved, or the critical curiosity to peek at other people’s picture. Nevertheless,

we discovered an interaction between two picture and gender (F=5.838, p<.016), from

this two-way ANOVA result, we see the main effect of gender has disappeared

(F=2.18, p=.141), but the main effects of two photos’ appealing still remains (F=22.77,

P<.000). The problem of photo mentioned above is not showing in our pretest.

Another possibility is the sample number of pretest is not enough. It should be taken

into account in future research.

The third is the difficulty of designing an.appropriate scenario. We tried to design

a more interactive scenario for participant to show a recommended behavior, such as

animation, but this may cause-more distractions, for example, the actor’s gender and

or their looks.

The fourth limitation is that people have different levels of involvement to this

product. When people received a recommendation of a product, the level of

involvement in themselves may affect the intention to buy or consume this product. In

future research, involvement can be measured or be controlled to ensure each

participant was affected only by manipulation.

Thus we know the result is more consist with SEM model, but we think there

still exists other possible outcomes about the effects of word of mouth in mass
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customization market. Other different and more suitable scenario or manipulations

can be reconsidered in the future. The effect of word of mouth to such a mass

customization area is interesting.
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Figure 6 Upward Comparison Stimulus

Figure 7 Downward Comparison Stimulus

44



Appendix I

Self-Assessed Skill Chinese Questionnaire
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Appendix II

Main Chinese Questionnaire
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