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Abstract

This research investigates the extent to which University of Botswana students engage in brand-related eWOM
via social media and the effects this could be having on their purchase decisions. A survey method involving a
structured questionnaire administered to a convenience sample of 300 students at the main campus of the
University of Botswana was used. Unexpectedly the results of the present study indicate that the level of
engagement in brand-related eWOM by University of Botswana students is relatively low. The results also
indicate that engagement in brand-related eWOM generally and opinion seeking behavior in particular positively
and significantly influences purchase decisions. This finding is consistent with previous studies which show that
consumers consider word-of-mouth to be a credible source of information about products and brands. This study
concludes that marketing practitioners in Botswana should both promote brand-related eWOM among university
students and incorporate it in their marketing tools.
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1. Introduction

The advent of Web 2.0 technologies in recent years has given rise to the development of Social Media Sites
(SMSs) such as YouTube, Twitter and Facebook (Muntinga, Moorman, & Smit ., 2011; Kaplan & Haenlein,
2010). These platforms allow users to create and share brand related information online (electronic
word-of-mouth or eWOM) in their established social networks which comprise of friends, family classmates and
other acquaintances (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinnner, Walsh & Gremler, 2003; Chu & Kim, 2011). Past research has
shown that such interactions influence consumers’ purchase decisions (Muntinga et al., 2011; DEI Worldwide
report, 2008), shape brand attitudes (Wu & Wang, 2011) and affect marketing decisions (Hennig-Thurau et al.,
2004). Unlike company generated information, eWOM communication is created and delivered by consumers
themselves making it a more credible non-commercial source of information for consumers (Mangold & Faulds,
2009; Chu & Kim, 2011). According to Wu & Wang (2011, consumers rely more on word-of-mouth than on
other sources of information when making purchase decisions.

Due to its role in providing consumers with non-commercial information about products and in influencing
consumer purchase decisions eWOM has attracted attention from both practitioners and researchers (De Bruyn
& Lilien, 2008). For example, companies are already developing platforms designed to facilitate eWOM relating
to their own brands such as discussion boards, customer reviews and other online tools that enable consumers to
share information about products and services (Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). Companies are also said to be moving
towards using consumer-to-consumer communications as opposed to company-to-consumer communications to
disseminate information about their own products or services (De Bruyn, 2008). According to Grewal & Levy
(2010 p. 534), many firms, especially retailers, encourage customers to post reviews of products they have
bought or used and even have visitors to their web sites rate the quality of reviews. Such online product reviews
are thought to increase customer loyalty and provide competitive advantage for companies that offer them
(Voight, 2007, cited in Grewal & Levy, 2010 p.537).

Researchers have also shown a keen interest in understanding how consumers engage in eWOM (Wu & Wang,
2011), the motivations for engaging in eWOM (e.g. Muntinga et al., 2011), the circumstances under which they
engage eWOM (Chu & Kim, 2011) and the effect of eWOM on purchase decisions (Chu & Kim, 2011; Cheung,
Lee & Rabjohn., 2008; Riegner, 2007). However much of the accumulated knowledge on eWOM is based on
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studies conducted in USA (e.g. Riegner, 2007), Europe (e.g. Hennig-Thurau et al., (2004) and Asia (e.g. Wu &
Wang, 2011). Few, if any, studies have been conducted in Africa, and in the case of Botswana, no such study has
been reported to date. This is despite the fact that the internet connects consumers on a global scale enabling
brand-related eWOM to take place between consumers in different countries. The paucity of research on eWOM
usage in Botswana raises the following important questions:

1) To what extent do Batswana engage in brand-related eWOM via social media? What factors, if any,
influence their engagement in brand-related eWOM? Does engagement in eWOM via social media vary
according to demographic characteristics of consumers?

2) Does engagement in eWOM via social media influence the purchase decisions of consumers in Botswana?
That is, do consumers in Botswana rely on eWOM information to make purchase decisions?

This study seeks to address some of these questions and to contribute to the literature in this area by investigating
the extent to which University of Botswana students engage in brand-related eWOM via social media and the
effect of such engagement on their purchase decisions. The study focuses on University of Botswana students
because young people including university students are at the forefront of social media adoption and usage
(Riegner, 2007; Quan-Haase, 2010). Moreover, despite their relatively low purchasing power university students
constitute a major consumer segment for a variety of goods and services. Therefore university students are an
ideal population for an investigation of issues related to social media use and its influence on consumer behavior.
Other scholars have also carried out similar studies among university students (e.g. Hamat, Embi, & Hassan,
2012; Kamtarin, 2012).

The paper is set out as follows: after the introduction follows literature review, methodology and presentation of
the main findings. We then discuss the main findings before presenting the conclusions. Limitations of the study
and directions for future research follow next.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Word-of-Mouth (WOM)

Traditional Word-of Mouth (WOM) has been defined differently by different authors in marketing literature. For
example, Arndt (1967) define WOM as an oral form of interpersonal non-commercial communication among
acquaintances. Wu & Wang (2011) on the other hand define WOM as oral person-to-person communication
between a receiver and a sender, which involves a product, service or brand. Despite these definitional
differences WOM is widely recognized as a non-commercial source of information that has a more persuasive
effect on consumer purchase decisions than traditional marketing tools such as personal selling, sale promotions,
public relations and conventional advertising (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; Engel et al. 1969; Cheung et al. 2008).
Since the recipient of the message does not consider the messenger to have a commercial intent, WOM is
believed to have higher credibility than commercial advertisements (Anderson, 1998; Harrison-Walker, 2001). In
a study of the impact of word of mouth in directing the purchasing behavior of Jordanian consumers Zamil
(2011), found a significant statistical relationship between buying decision and word of mouth transmitted from
one consumer to another. The introduction of internet technologies in recent years has transformed the traditional
WOM into a new and more dynamic form - the electronic word-of-mouth or eWOM.

2.2 Electronic Word-of-Mouth (eWOM)

According to Henning-Thurau et al. (2004 p. 39) electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) is “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”. eWOM occurs via a variety of electronic media including
online discussion forums, electronic bulletin board systems, newsgroup, blogs, review sites, and social
networking sites (Cheung et al. 2008). These platforms allow “consumers to not only obtain information related
to goods and services from the few people they know, but also from a vast, geographically dispersed groups of
people, who have experience with relevant products or services” (Cheung et al. 2008 p.230). Unlike traditional
WOM, eWOM communication possesses unprecedented speed of diffusion and is more persistent and accessible
(Cheung & Thadani, 2010). Furthermore, eWOM is not restricted to close acquaintances such as friends and
family, rather, it can take place between complete strangers who are geographically dispersed (Chu & Kim,
2011).

According to Fynn et al. (1996) consumer involvement in brand related eWOM via social media is reflected by
three set of behaviors: Opinion Seeking (OP), Opinion Giving (OG) and Opinion Passing (OP). Opinion seeking
behavior is displayed by consumers who search for information and advice from others when making a purchase
decision (Chu & Kim (2011). Consumers display opinion giving behavior when they share product or brand

32



www.ccsenet.org/ijbm International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 8, No. 8;2013

related information, opinions and thoughts with others online. By contrast opinion passing is when an online
recipient of information forwards it to others as it is. Due to the dynamic interactivity of the cyberspace, a single
person can play multiple roles of opinion provider, seeker and transmitter (Chu & Kim, 2011).

eWOM has been the subject of much empirical investigations in recent years (e.g. Henning-Thurau et al., 2004;
Senecal & Nantel, 2004; Goldsmith, 2006; Muntinga et al., 2011; Chatterjee, 2011; Chu & Kim (2011). One of
the major issues that have been investigated relates to consumer motivation to engage in brand related eWOM
(e.g. Henning-Thurau et al., 2004; Muntinga et al., 2011; Chatterjee, 2011). According to Muntinga et al., 2011,
understanding people’s motivations to engage in brand-related social media use is imperative as it enables
marketers to effectively anticipate and direct consumer responses. Previous studies suggest that consumers who
engage in brand-related eWOM are driven by a variety of motives (Henning-Thurau et al., (2004). For example,
Henning-Thurau et al., (2004. p. 39) concluded based on their findings that “consumers’ desire for social
interaction, desire for economic incentives, their concern for other consumers, and the potential to enhance their
own self-worth are the primary factors leading to eWOM behavior”. Similarly Muntinga et al., (2011) found that
consuming, contributing to and creating brand-related content on social media were driven by different motives.
For example, they found that consuming brand related content was motivated by the desire to remain aware of
what is going on in one’s social environment (information), to gain more knowledge and expertise about a
product or brand (knowledge), to make informed purchase decisions (pre-purchase information) and the desire
for personal inspiration (inspiration) and enjoyment (entertainment) amongst others [for a complete discussion of
these and other motives see Muntinga et al., (2011 p. 26-37)]. In a related study Chatterjee (2011) shed further
insights into eWOM usage behavior by empirically investigating the propensity of consumers to recommend a
brand and generate a referral. The study found that although consumer-generated brand messages are
significantly more likely to be recommended they are significantly less likely to generate referrals both for high
and low involvement products. From a practitioners’ perspective this finding can be considered significant as it
highlighted the need to pay particular attention to the potential for eWOM to result in both recommending and
referral behaviors (Chatterjee, 2011).

The effect of eWOM on consumer purchase decisions is the other major issue that has attracted much empirical
investigations in recent years (e.g. Reigner, 2007; Kamtarin, 2012; Wu & Wang, 2011). Several studies have
suggested that eWOM has a positive influence on purchase decisions (Reigner, 2007; Kamtarin, 2012; Wu &
Wang, 2011). In a study involving over 4000 broadband users in the United States Reigner (2007) found that
purchase decisions were influenced by recommendations from family and friends in online word-of-mouth
communication. It was further observed in this study that products that are purchased online are twice as likely to
be influenced by user generated content as products purchased offline. DEI Worldwide also conducted a study in
2008 to “gain deeper insights into what products or services consumers research online, what online sources they
use to gather information, and what they do with the information that they receive” (DEI Worldwide report, 2008
p- 2). According to the findings of this study, online consumers regarded recommendations from other people as
valuable and credible sources of information that influenced their purchase decisions (DEI Worldwide Report,
2008). Kamtarin (2012) investigated the effects of eWOM on the purchase intentions of consumers in Canada
and produced findings that confirmed the posited relationship.

Other researchers have investigated the effects of message source credibility on eWOM communications. For
example, Wu & Wang (2011) investigated the effect of eWOM message source credibility on brand attitude.
Their findings showed that a direct and positive relationship existed between message source credibility and
brand trust, brand affection and brand attitude. This finding led them to conclude that high perceived credibility
of eWOM message source increased perceived quality, decreased perceive risk and improved brand attitude. This
finding also highlights the importance of source credibility in online interpersonal communications (Cheung &
Thadani, 2010).

2.3 Social Media Usage

Social media describes internet-based applications that help consumers to share opinions, insights, experiences,
and perspectives (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009 p. 565). According to Kaplan & Haenlein, (2010) social media allow
internet users to create content about almost anything including organizations, products and brands (Kaplan &
Haenlein, 2010). As such social media constitutes a conduit through which consumers can engage in eWOM.
According to Mangold & Faulds (2009), social media encompasses a variety of online information-sharing
platforms such as social networking sites (e.g. Facebook, MySpace, and Friendster), creativity works-sharing
sites (e.g. You Tube and Flickr), collaborative websites (e.g. Wikipedia) and micro blogging sites (e.g. twitter).
Of the different types of social media, social networking sites (SNSs) have emerged as the most important tools
for interacting and socializing (Hamat, et al. (2012). According to Chu & Kim (2011), SNSs have also emerged

33



www.ccsenet.org/ijbm International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 8, No. 8;2013

as a major channel for brand-related consumer-to consumer conversations.

Social media usage has also generated much research interest in recent years. Past research indicates that social
media usage varies across different demographic groups (e.g. EDUCAUSE Centre for Applied Research [ECAR]
report, 2008), social media sites (e.g. Riegner, 2007) and national contexts (e.g. Ngini, Furnell & Ghita., 2002).
Young aged between 18 and 30 are said to be the most active users of social media (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith &
Zickuhr, 2010). This age group is largely made up of college and university students. Facebook has also been
found to be the most popular social media sites among college and university students (Quan-Haase & Yound,
2010). Ellison et al. (2007) found that over 90 per cent of undergraduate students at Michigan State University
were users of Facebook. According to Madge, Meek, Wellens & Hooley (2009, cited in Hamat et al., 2012), the
majority of students use SNSs for social reasons rather than for academic purposes. Research also indicates that
usage of social media differs from one national context to another depending on the level of development of
internet infrastructure among others (Ngini, 2002). In general developing countries have been found to be
lagging behind developed economies in terms of internet infrastructure development (Ngini et al., 2002).

Internet penetration rate in Botswana remains relatively low despite progress made to reduce the cost of
connection and improve the country’s telecommunications infrastructure (Smarts, 2010; Moreri, Pitso &
Strickley, 2010; Mutula, 2002). Recent statistics indicate that Facebook is the most popular social media in
Botswana with over 13 per cent penetration rate and 276, 920 users, the majority of whom are young adults aged
between 18 and 24 (Botswana Facebook Statistics, 2012). Based on these statistics one can safely conclude that
although internet penetration in Botswana is low, social media use among the young population is relatively high

It is evident from the extant literature reviewed that eWOM has generated much research and practitioner
interest. Of particular interest to both researchers and practitioners is the effect of eWOM on purchase decisions
(Chu & Choi 2011). Past research indicates that eWOM has a pervasive influence on consumer purchase
decisions. However, most of the accumulated knowledge on eWOM and its posited influence on consumer
purchase decisions have been generated from studies conducted outside the African continent in Asia, Europe
and North America. The present study seeks to address this paucity of research in Africa and Botswana by
empirically investigating the extent to which students at the University of Botswana engage in brand-related
electronic word-of-mouth via social media and the influence this is bringing to bear on their purchase decisions.

2.4 Hypotheses

Based on the literature reviewed and the researchers’ personal insights, the following hypotheses relating to
University of Botswana students’ engagement in brand-related eWOM via social media are proposed:

HI: Engagement in brand-related eWOM is high.

H2: Overall, brand-related eWOM has a positive and significant influence on purchase decisions.
H3: Opinion seeking behavior positively and significantly influence consumer purchase decisions.
3. Methodology

A survey or descriptive research design was used to investigate the extent to which University of Botswana
students engage in brand-related eWOM using social media and the influence this is having on their purchase
decisions. This choice of research design is consistent with most of the previous studies on social media and its
use in brand-related word-of-mouth (e.g. Chu & Kim, 2011; Zamil, 2011). The survey method was also
considered appropriate since the study involves variables and concepts that have been well defined in the
literature. Furthermore, the descriptive design was selected because it is suitable for determining the frequency
with an activity or behavior occurs and for measuring the relationship between variables (Malhotra, 2009).
This study seeks amongst others to determine the frequency which University of Botswana students engage in
brand-related eWOM and to determine the relationship between engagement in eWOM and purchase behavior.

Data for the present study was collected from a convenience sample of University of Botswana students, using a
structured questionnaire. In line with normal practice, the questionnaire was pre-tested with a small group of
students before it was rolled out to business and non-business students. Such a process allows researchers to
identify and remove errors and potential sources of misunderstanding among the respondents (Hair et al. 2010).
To avoid group influence the students were approached individually by the research assistants at various rest
areas within the University of Botswana’s main campus. The students were first asked whether they have used
social media in the last six months and those who had, were then politely asked to complete the questionnaire in
the presence of the research assistant who ensured that questions were answered accurately and adequately. The
questionnaire consisted of two sections. In the first section the respondents were required to indicate the social
media sites they used, the average time spent per day on social media and the product categories that they
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communicated about on social media. The respondents were then asked to respond to a series of statements
relating to their engagement in brand-related opinion seeking, opinion giving and opinion passing behavior. For
example, opinion seeking behavior included a statement such as: “When I consider new products, I ask my
contacts on SNSs for advice”. Similarly, opinion passing behavior included statements such as: “When I receive
brand related information or opinion from a friend, I pass it along to my network of friends on social media”.
Most of the statements were adapted from the literature. The respondents were asked to indicate on a scale
ranging from 1 (Strongly Agree) to 6 (strongly Disagree) their level of agreement or disagreement with the
statements. These statements were followed by a single question about whether or not eWOM influenced their
purchase decisions. The second section covered information relating to the respondents’ demographic
characteristics. In all 300 usable questionnaires were obtained.

All the questionnaires were coded and entered into the computer for analysis using SPSS statistical software
(Version 15.0, 2008; SPSS Inc, Chicago, IL, USA). Data analysis was carried out in several stages. In the first
stage data cleaning was performed using SPSS in order to rid the data of spurious responses. Secondly, data was
analyzed using descriptive to reveal usage patterns of brand related eWOM via social media among University
of Botswana students. This was followed by regression analysis to test the hypothesized relationship between
brand-related eWOM and purchase decisions.

3.1 Measurement

Drawing from previous studies (e.g. Flynn et al. 1996) engagement in eWOM was operationalized with three
specific behaviors: opinion seeking (OS), Opinion Giving (OG) and Opinion Passing (OP). A multi-item scale
adopted from Chu & Kim (2011) was used to examine these behaviors. All items were measured on a six point
Likert scale anchored by “1 =Strongly Agree” and “6= Strongly Disagree”. In line with common practice the
scale was modified to reflect the local context. The respondents were also asked to self-rate on a scale ranging
from very high to very low the level of influence of brand related eWOM has on their purchase behavior.

3.2 Scale Reliability

As it is common practice, before testing the hypotheses, the scales were tested for reliability using Cronbach’s
Alpha (Nannuly, 1967). To ensure homogeneity and internal consistency all items used were examined for
correlation-to-total scores. According to Nannuly (1967), items which show item- to-total correlations of less
than 0.3 should be deleted. Similarly one may drop an item which if deleted improves overall Alpha. In the
present study there was no need to take either of these actions because Alpha coefficients for all the items used
exceeded the recommended .70. As reflected in Table 1 below all the Alpha Coefficient exceeds .8 which shows
that the scale used has an acceptable level of internal consistency and homogeneity.

Table 1. Dimensional statistics and reliability test

Dimensions Mean  Std. Deviation No. of tems Min. Max. Cronbach’s Alpha

(ON 3.96 1.36 3 1.00 6.00 .895

OG 3.92 1.25 3 1.00 6.00 .831

OP 3.42 1.30 3 1.00 6.00 .843
4. Results

4.1 Respondents’ Demographic Profile

The gender and age makeup of the sample indicates that the majority of the respondents were female (54.7 per
cent) and those aged between 21 and 30 years old (58.7%). This is consistent with the findings of Kamtarin
(2012) who conducted a similar study in Vancouver Island and found that most of the respondents were female
students aged between 20 and 30 years. The next largest age group is 18 to 20 years old (37 per cent). The older
age group of 31 and above makes up only 3 per cent of the sampled population. According to Reigner (2007),
such disparity between younger and older users reflects a generational divide in Web 2.0 involvement. Regarding
the program and level of study our sample consist mostly of students pursuing non-business programs (53 per
cent) in their third to fifth level of study (56.6 per cent). With an overwhelming majority of the respondents (92
per cent) indicating that they used it to engage in brand related eWOM, Facebook is the most popular social
media site among University of Botswana students. This finding is also consistent with previous studies (ECAR
Research Study report, 2008; Chu & Kim (2011). A majority (53 per cent) of the respondents spend up to two
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hours a day on SMSs, which is both relatively high and consistent with previous studies. For example, in the
ECAR Research Study (2008), the majority of the respondents reported spending 5 hours or less per week on
SNSs. Our results also indicate that electronic gadgets such as cell phone handsets (29 per cent) and clothes (25
per cent) are the subject of most of the brand-related eWOM conversations among the sampled students. These
findings are reflected in table 2 below:

Table 2. Respondents’ demographic profile

Variable Frequency (N=300) Per cent
Gender: Male 136 453
Female 164 54.7
Age: 18-20 112 37.3
21-30 176 58.7
31 and above 12 3.0
Program of Study: Business 124 41.3
Non-Business 176 58.7
SMSs Used: Facebook 276 92
My Space 2 0.67
You Tube 9 3.0
Twitter 7 2.3
Others 6 2.0
Time Spent on SMSs per day: 2 hours or less 159 53.0
More than 2 hours 141 47.0
Product Categories Communicated about on SMSs:
Beauty products 54 18
Clothes 75 25
Books 59 19.7
Music, DVDs 25 8.3
Electronic gadgets (e.g. cell phones) 87 29

4.2 Hypotheses Testing

We hypothesized in this study that the level of engagement in brand-related eWOM via social media by
University of Botswana students is high. We tested this hypothesis using descriptive statistics (Pansiri &
Courvisanos, 2010). To test our hypothesis we calculated the mean for the items making the scale for opinion
seeking, opinion passing and opinion giving behaviors. These means were calculated from a possible minimum
of 1 and a maximum of 6. As reflected in table 1 the means for the three behaviors range from 3.42 to 3.96.
Based on this finding we can conclude that involvement in brand-related eWOM in Botswana is low. Therefore,
H1 is not supported by the findings.

In order to test hypotheses 2 & 3 two separate regression analyses were performed with purchase decision as a
dependent variable and the independent variables being opinion seeking and overall eWOM usage. Based on the
results of simple regression analyses (table 3) engaging in brand-related eWOM generally has a significant
positive effect on purchase decisions (Adj R* = 0.229; beta= 0.481; p<0.001). Similarly the regression results
indicate that opinion seeking has a significant positive influence on purchase decisions (R*= 0.187; beta=0.435;
p<0.001). Therefore based on these results both H2 and H3 are confirmed.
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Table 3. Simple regression results

Model 1: Model 2:
y= purchase decisions y= purchase decisions
X,= OS X;=eWOM usage
R’ .190 232
Adj. R? 187 229
DF 1 1
F 68.549%** 88.409%**
Beta 435 AR HH*

Note: ***P<.001; Dependent variable: purchase decisions; independent variables OS; eWOM Usage

5. Discussions

The present study investigates the extent to which students at the University of Botswana engage in
brand-related eWOM via social media and the effects of such engagement on their purchase decisions. The
findings indicate that the level of engagement in brand-related eWOM via social media by University of
Botswana students is relatively low. Although this finding was unexpected, it could be explained by the fact that
in Botswana as it is in most other developing countries social media is still a relatively new concept that has yet
to be fully explored users. Previous studies have also shown that engagement in brand-related eWOM tend to be
higher among online than offline purchasers (Riegner, 2007). In Botswana however, most transactions are still
done offline. It must be noted however, that although University of Botswana students are not actively engaged
in brand-related eWOM, they seem to be highly engaged in other online activities as indicated by the amount of
time they spend on SNSs.

Regarding the influence of eWOM on purchase decisions, the findings of the present study indicate that
engaging in brand-related eWOM generally and specifically opinion seeking significantly and positively
influence purchase decisions. This confirms the findings of previous studies. For example, in a US study DEI
Worldwide (2008) found that two thirds of consumers felt that recommendations from other people are a
valuable and credible source of information that could influence their purchase decisions. The study further
found that consumers who engage in eWOM are more likely to make a purchase decision than those who do not.
Similarly, Riegner (2007) found that online recommendations from family and friends influenced 17 per cent of
purchases. However, Riegner (2007) also concluded that eWOM is still at an “early adopter” phase influencing
particular products and certain purchase channels more than others.

In addition to the main findings discussed above, the present study found that female students and those aged
between 20 and 30 are more actively involved in eWOM than other demographic groups investigated. This
finding suggests that there might be a gender dimension to the engagement in brand-related eWOM among
University of Botswana students. The finding also confirms the widely held view that the youth aged between 18
and 30 are spearheading the adoption and usage of internet technologies (Riegner, 2007). The results of the
present study also indicate that Facebook is the most popular social networking sites among the university
students, which is consistent with studies conducted in other countries (e.g. ECAR Research Study report, 2008).
Furthermore the findings of this study indicate that electronic gadgets followed by clothes are the most popular
topics of online discussions. This finding is consistent with Riegner (2007) who found that most of the user
generated content related to high tech electronic products such as DVDs and computers. Based on this finding
Riegner (2007 p. 442) concluded that the more expensive, the more complicated and the more coveted products
are, the more time consumers’ devote to research them and considering the views of other buyers prior to
purchase.

6. Conclusions

Previous studies have indicated that young people including university students use social media as a platform
for creating, disseminating and sharing information about brands and that this positively influences their
purchase decisions. This study extends research on social media usage in brand related eWOM. Much of the
previous research in this area has been conducted outside the African continent in Asia, Europe and North
America. This study investigates the extent to which University of Botswana students engage in brand- related
eWOM via social media and the extent to which this influences their purchase decisions. Our empirical findings
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indicate that the level of engagement in brand-related eWOM among University of Botswana students is
relatively low. The study however indicates that engagement in eWOM in general and specifically opinion
seeking has a positive and significant influence on purchase decisions. In other words, the findings indicate that
opinion seekers are more likely to be influenced by information obtained from online sources.

The findings of this study highlight the need for companies in Botswana to not only promote the use of social
media in brand-related word-of-mouth among university students but also to incorporate social media in their
marketing tools. With the proliferation of SNSs and the growing influence eWOM on consumer purchase
decisions, companies can derive competitive advantage from harnessing the power of social media as a platform
for eWOM. This is important as eWOM is set to eclipse traditional marketing communications tools as the most
effective way for a company to engage directly with consumers. However, the low usage of brand-related
eWOM among University of Botswana students could also be an indication that its influence is still at an “early
adopter” stage, which means that it could take some time before companies can enjoy the full benefits of
eWOM.

This study has a few limitations which pave the way for future research. Firstly, the fact that the study focused
on University of Botswana students may limit generalizability of the findings to the rest of the population of
social media users in Botswana. Similarly, since a non-probability sampling method was used, the sample may
not be representative of the entire student population, thus limiting generalizability of the findings. Secondly, the
findings of this study are based on respondents’ self-report of past eWOM usage and its influence on their
purchase behavior. This method has inherent weaknesses associated with erroneous recollection and possible
hindsight bias (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). To address this problem Chatterjee (2011) recommends that
researchers investigate actual behavior by using clickstream data which is free of reporting or researcher bias. In
light of the above limitations, we recommend that future researchers should replicate this study with more
representative samples of university students and other demographic segments. It is also recommended that
researchers should employ methods of data collection that minimizes recollection and personal bias on the part
of the respondents.
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