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Chapter 1: Introduction

[bookmark: _Toc235179102][bookmark: _Toc235179459]1.1 Introduction
E-commerce has altered consumers' purchasing behaviour in both how they seek information and how they assess products and make buying decisions. In the digital era, online consumers no longer look at traditional ads but seek information online, and one of the most powerful sources of information about a product is online customer reviews. One type of electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM) is customer reviews, which allow customers to share their opinions and experiences and can help to reduce uncertainty prior to purchase (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Therefore, online reviews can be a very powerful strategic asset for organisations, influencing customer perceptions, brand reputations and purchasing decisions.
The purpose of this dissertation is to discover the impact of Internet reviews on the purchasing intention of ASOS shoppers in the UK by utilising a systematic literature review. The objective of the study is to critically synthesise the literature from the academic area in order to identify the effects of online customer review on customer trust and online purchase behaviour and also to present evidence-based suggestions to improve the management of online customer review in the fashion retail sector.

[bookmark: _Toc235179103][bookmark: _Toc235179460]1.2 Background to the Study
The background to the study is located in Chapter 1.2. According to Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) e-WOM consists of positive or negative statements made by consumers and shared online with others. The difference between traditional advertising and online customer reviews is that online customer reviews are more independent as they are based on personal experiences than is traditional advertising which is company-biased. So, people are more inclined to believe the reviews than the promotional messages retailers have to say (Cheung and Thadani, 2012).
This is particularly the case in the online fashion retail segment where online customer reviews are significant. There are high levels of uncertainty when consumers purchase clothing online as they are not able to physically inspect the product before purchase. Customer feedback plays a crucial role in assessing the quality of the product, which can only be felt after buying it such as the quality of the garment, size, colour accuracy, comfort etc. Studies have shown that informative and credible reviews can decrease perceived risk, and increase consumer confidence and purchase intention (Park, Lee and Han, 2007; Filieri, 2015).
One of the most important variables that affect customers' buying behaviour when they read online reviews is trust. The reviews must be balanced, detailed and authentic, as they are more likely to help ease the uncertainty and prompt the purchase behaviour, while biased and unreliable reviews will not (Filieri, 2015). The issue of trust is even more critical in digital retail stores (Ismagilova et al., 2020) as more and more people are concerned about fake reviews and AI-generated content in recent times.

[bookmark: _Toc235179104][bookmark: _Toc235179461]1.3 Problem Statement
While there has been considerable literature on analysing online customer reviews, there are still many gaps. Previous studies have found that online reviews have been proven to affect consumer behaviour, although there have been varying conclusions on which parts of the review are the most important for consumers to trust and to buy from online fashion retailers. Furthermore, a number of studies have focused on the general outlook of e-commerce environment and not on the retail e-commerce businesses such as ASOS in the UK market. Fake reviews, fake ratings, and AI-generated content have also cast doubts on the authenticity and trustworthiness of reviews.
As a result of the developments, a deeper understanding of consumers' evaluation on the online reviews and the characteristics of those reviews that increase consumers' trust in the purchase process is desired. One solution to this is to conduct a Systematic Literature Review that reviews the existing academic literature in a critical way related to the issue of online customer reviews and purchase intention of customers of ASOS in the UK.

[bookmark: _Toc235179105][bookmark: _Toc235179462]1.4 Research Aim
The aim of this study is to examine the impact of online customer reviews on purchase intention among ASOS customers in the UK fashion retail market.

[bookmark: _Toc235179106][bookmark: _Toc235179463]1.5 Research Objectives
To achieve the research aim, the study will pursue the following objectives:
1. To evaluate the key characteristics of online customer reviews that influence customer trust on the ASOS platform. 
2. To analyse the relationship between customer trust in online reviews and purchase intention. 
3. To assess the extent to which online customer reviews affect customers' buying decisions within the ASOS UK market. 
4. To propose practical recommendations for ASOS on how online review management can enhance customer purchase intention. 

[bookmark: _Toc235179107][bookmark: _Toc235179464]1.6 Research Questions
The study seeks to answer the following research questions:
RQ1. What characteristics of online customer reviews influence customer trust on the ASOS platform?
RQ2. How does customer trust in online reviews affect purchase intention among ASOS customers?
RQ3. To what extent do online customer reviews influence purchasing decisions within the ASOS UK market?

[bookmark: _Toc235179108][bookmark: _Toc235179465]1.7 Structure of the Dissertation
The organisation of the dissertation is described in this section. The structure of the dissertation is as follows: This dissertation is organised into five chapters. Chapter One provides the background to the study, presents the research problem, the research aim, objectives and research questions. Chapter Two presents a critical review of the literature related to electronic word-of-mouth, online customer reviews, customer trust and purchase intention. The chapter reviews past theoretical and empirical research and pinpoints key themes that have risen from the literature and the research gap that this dissertation fills.
Chapter Three explains the methodology used in conducting the study. The results of the systematic review are presented and analysed in Chapter Four. Finally, Chapter Five summarises the key findings, provides recommendations for ASOS, identifies the study's limitations, and suggests areas for future research.

[bookmark: _Toc235179109][bookmark: _Toc235179466]1.8 Chapter Summary
This chapter has set the scene for the research by providing the reader with an understanding of the value of online customer reviews in the UK online fashion retail sector and why ASOS is suitable for this research. The research problem, aim, objectives and the research questions have been defined to provide the trajectory of the research, and in the overall structure of the dissertation demonstrates how each chapter contributes to the overall research aim.
The following chapter critically reviews the academic literature on electronic word-of-mouth, customer trust and purchase intention to provide the theoretical foundation for the systematic literature review.


[bookmark: _Toc235179110][bookmark: _Toc235179467]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc235179111][bookmark: _Toc235179468]2.1 Introduction
One of the main pillars of digital retail is customer reviews, which allow customers to form an opinion about a product based on the opinions and experiences of others and not just the retailer's information. In particular, the online fashion retail industry has to rely on the trust of its customers as they cannot be there to see or feel the clothes themselves and rely on the fact that they are the correct size, quality, comfortable and look good. But in this particular case, reviews can help you get information and lessen the uncertainty of how the product performs in the real world. Reviews are a significant component of the decision-making environment for purely online retailers like ASOS and can impact trust, perceived product quality and purchase intention.
The purpose of this chapter is to critically examine the literature related to online customer reviews on purchase intention for ASOS and the UK online fashion market. It begins by giving an overview of e-WOM and consumer behaviour on the Internet. Then it analyzes dimensions of the review which are typically associated with trust and purchase intention. After this, an analysis of pertinent theoretical and conceptual frameworks that can explain the process of consumer reviewing information online is conducted.

[bookmark: _Toc235179112][bookmark: _Toc235179469]2.2 Electronic Word-of-Mouth and Online Consumer Behaviour
Word of mouth is therefore an important factor that can influence online consumer behaviour, as at the point of purchase, consumers are able to obtain information generated by others. E-WOM, on the other hand, is led by consumers, and it is not created or controlled by a company as traditional advertising is. Such communication can be even more important in online markets because it is a way for consumers to share and gain their post purchase experiences in an open online space (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). This changes the level of data within eCommerce, allowing shoppers to gain insight other than from the retailer.
Cheung and Thadani (2012) have identified two types of e-WOM that influence consumers' decision-making: informational and social. Review information provides product information and can lessen uncertainty. Socially, they may indicate that other users are buying and testing the product, which helps to reduce concerns and lessen the risk of deciding to use it. Many studies have shown that e-WOM has an impact on consumers' attitude and behaviour.
In another e-WOM study review, Ismagilova et al. (2020) found that e-WOM has a significant positive impact on behavioural intentions, trust and consumer attitudes in the digital setting. However, there are also papers that suggest that the impact of e-WOM is not general and is context dependent. According to Zhu and Zhang (2010), the impact of online reviews is dependent on the nature of the product and consumer's knowledge.

[bookmark: _Toc235179113][bookmark: _Toc235179470]2.3 Review Characteristics, Helpfulness and Perceived Credibility
Not all literature reviews are the same. Rather, it proposes that the consumers use a series of cues to assess the content of a review in determining whether a review is useful, credible and relevant. The following review characteristics have been mentioned frequently in the literature: quality, depth, diagnosticity, valence, volume and authenticity. These attributes are pertinent because they play a significant role in understanding some of the reviews that affect the purchase intention versus others.
The most talked about trait is the quality of reviews. Quality of review is a general term in which the depth, clarity and usefulness of information presented is described. Mudambi and Schuff (2010) discovered that longer, more detailed reviews were more likely to be helpful particularly for experience goods. This is an important finding because it shows that, it's not only the fact that there's a review that people are responding to, it's because of what's in that review.
Reviews have more impact when they answer real-life questions important to consumers and include specific information not readily available elsewhere. Fashion retail diagnostic reviews can include anything from whether the jeans stretch after wearing to whether the jumper itches, if the dress is see-through, or if the shoes are comfortable to wear for a long time. These types of remarks are particularly helpful as they complement the retailer's content with user experience.
Credibility is another theme that can be found in literature. When consumers believe the review is overhyped, is a commercial product or is fabricated, they're not going to believe it. Filieri et al. (2018) found that the credibility of the reviews is positively related to their adoption and purchasing intention. Their findings show that in fact consumers make a point of checking the credibility of a review before taking action.
But, it is all about the perception of the consumers that it is real. Manipulated ratings, AI-generated reviews, and fake reviews have become more prominent in both academic and practitioner discussions about digital retail. Ismagilova et al. (2020) reveal that credibility and sincerity of the platform play a significant role in building trust in E-WOM.
OM.

[bookmark: _Toc235179114][bookmark: _Toc235179471]2.4 Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks Relevant to Online Reviews
A good literature search requires more than just a description of results. It also requires a theoretical underpinning for why there is potential for online reviews to impact trust and purchase intention. For the purposes of this dissertation, three frameworks are particularly pertinent: Information Adoption Model, Elaboration Likelihood Model and the wider notion of trust based purchase intention in online retail. These frameworks, when combined, contribute towards the understanding of the processes in which information about a review is processed, assessed and translated into a behaviour.
The Information Adoption Model (IAM) is especially pertinent as it deals with the uptake and use of information in the computer-mediated context. The model was first formulated by Sussman and Siegal (2003) and adapted for online reviews and e-WOM situations. IAM believes that the more compelling the argument, the more credible the source, the more likely information is to be adopted. This in the online review context translates to the consumer being more apt to utilize online review information when it is relevant, informative and trustworthy. IAM is useful for the current research as it offers a clear explanation of why review quality/credibility is important. A detailed, specific, and credible ASOS review is likely to be accepted by the consumer and have an impact on their decision to buy, the model suggests.
The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) is another useful model for analysing online reviews. ELM is a theory of persuasion developed by Petty and Cacioppo (1986) which suggests two routes to persuasion: central route and peripheral route. In the central route, people take the time to process information and attend to the quality of the arguments. With the peripheral route, they are more influenced by peripheral clues like popularity clues, emotional appeals, or source attractiveness.
ELM helps to make sense of the importance of content quality and review cues. Detailed review arguments can be effective in central processing, and valence, volume or visible helpfulness ratings can be effective in peripheral processing. This is especially important when it comes to online fashion shops, like ASOS, where some of the buying transactions are low involvement and time-pressured. Heuristic judgement and careful reading can be alternated by consumers, depending on the product and perceived risk and motivation. The model thus allows for a more complex view of the influence of online reviews on purchase intention.
The third conceptual lens is the trust–purchase intention link in online retail. Trust has been well identified as one of the important aspects of e-commerce due to the fact that e-commerce includes uncertainty, physical distance and no physical inspection of products. Online, trust decreases the perceived risk and makes consumers more comfortable in committing to a purchase. Trust is a significant factor in the online shopping behaviour, according to Gefen, Karahanna and Straub (2003) because it mitigates uncertainty of the seller and the transaction. Their research is not limited to the online review literature, but it certainly helps to draw attention to the importance of trust in online purchasing decisions.

[bookmark: _Toc235179115][bookmark: _Toc235179472]2.5 Customer Trust and Purchase Intention
Trust is one of the most important factors that explain how online review content is translated into behavioural intentions, and is a key element in the literature on online reviews. In the world of ecommerce, the level of trust becomes even more significant, as customers may need to make a purchase in the absence of absolute certainty. They can't see the product, they might not know much about the seller, they have to "see" the product and risk by digital information. While some of this uncertainty can be alleviated by reviews, those reviews will only help if the consumers feel that the information they are reading is credible and helpful.
When a consumer goes on ASOS to buy something they may read a couple of comments to see if the product description is correct, or if the size details are accurate and if the product seems to have pleased the consumer. So trust isn't something we arrive at as the end goal, but rather a part of our decision making. Trust-Purchase Intention relationship was found in general e-commerce literature. Gefen, Karahanna, and Straub (2003) reported that trust is one of the important factors that affect the consumers' intention to buy online because it reduces the perceived risk and increases the consumers' confidence in their purchase.
Reviews can reduce uncertainty and if trustworthy, may also help to increase purchase intention by reducing risk associated with the product. If not, there's still some uncertainty to be resolved. This means that trust is not only another variable that can be added to the review space but one way that can also affect online purchase decisions.

[bookmark: _Toc235179116][bookmark: _Toc235179473]2.6 Research Gap
Based on the literature review, it is clear that the online customer reviews can affect consumer behaviour, consumer's trust and purchase intention. There is also strong evidence that the characteristics of the review (quality, credibility, diagnosticity and authenticity) play a role in consumers' response to e-WOM. However, some important elements are missing. First, there is a significant amount of literature that covers the phenomenon of e-WOM in general e-commerce environment, but not online fashion retail environment.
ASOS is a unique case where it is a pure online high volume, fast-moving fashion business and has an intensive use of UGC in the product assessment process. The review environment could be unique in comparison to some other digital sectors, due to the speed of browsing and the nature of style based decision-making and peer feedback. Hence, it would be interesting to examine the relationship between reviews and purchase intention in this particular setting. Thirdly, trust has been mentioned in literature but there are still some inconsistencies in the literature about what aspects of the review should be the most important ones to gain trust and how trust will affect on purchasing intentions.
Some emphasizes the quality of the review and the helpfulness, others the valence or authenticity or review volume. The literature thus offers valuable insights but does not give a definitive answer as to how various review attributes work in concert in online fashion contexts. Lastly, the review landscape has evolved. The concept of authenticity is more significant in the present e-WOM research than in earlier studies, because of the issues of fake, manipulated and AI-generated reviews.
This underscores the need to rethink the relationship between review credibility, trust, and purchase intention in today's online retail environment. This relationship is important for a retailer like ASOS, which frequently relies on rapid-fire customer cues as customers make fashion choices online. From these gaps, the current study aims to examine the effect of online customer reviews on purchase intention among ASOS customers in the UK; more specifically, the role of customer trust and the characteristics of online customer reviews. The study adopts a systematic literature review to examine the literature more focused and to understand the influence of online reviews on consumer purchasing behaviour in this particular retail scenario.

[bookmark: _Toc235179117][bookmark: _Toc235179474]2.7 Chapter Summary
This chapter has reviewed the literature on online customer reviews, e-WOM, trust and purchase intention in the context of digital fashion retail. The discussion showed that online reviews have become an important source of product information because they reduce uncertainty and allow consumers to draw on the experiences of previous buyers. The literature also suggests that reviews do not uniformly influence behaviour. Their effect depends on characteristics such as quality, diagnosticity, credibility, valence, volume and authenticity.

[bookmark: _Toc235179118][bookmark: _Toc235179475]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc235179476]3.1 Introduction
This chapter explains the methodological approach used to investigate the impact of online customer reviews on purchase intention among ASOS customers in the UK. The purpose of the chapter is to clearly show how the study was designed, how relevant literature was identified and selected, and how the evidence was analysed to answer the research questions. Because the study examines an existing body of knowledge rather than collecting first-hand responses from participants, it adopts a secondary research design based on a systematic literature review. This approach is appropriate because the study is concerned with synthesising and critically evaluating existing academic evidence on online reviews, customer trust and purchase intention within the context of online fashion retail.
The chapter is structured around the main methodological decisions underpinning the study. It begins by outlining the research philosophy and approach, before explaining the use of a systematic literature review as the overall research design. It then discusses the search strategy, data sources, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and the process used to screen and select relevant literature. The chapter also explains the use of thematic analysis to interpret the selected studies and considers issues of quality, trustworthiness and ethical practice. Together, these sections establish the methodological basis for the findings and discussion presented later in the dissertation.

[bookmark: _Toc235179477]3.2 Research Philosophy and Research Approach
Research philosophy is the set of beliefs about knowledge and its nature that are used in the study (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). The study in this dissertation has an interpretivist approach. Where it is not a single measurable relationship being tested using statistical data collection, but rather about getting to know and understand the meaning, patterns, and explanations discovered in the existing literature, then interpretivism is appropriate. The focus of the present study is to look at how online customer reviews affect purchase intent, the way trust is addressed in previous research and how various characteristics of online customer reviews are understood in relation to consumers' behavior.
They are not simply objective technical variables, but rather ideas of various researchers in varying settings and product categories. For this reason an interpretivist approach is appropriate as the dissertation will enable the exploration of how the current literature has conceptualised and explained these relationships, rather than assuming it to be a static and wholly measurable phenomenon. Research method is also Inductive. An inductive approach would be suitable if the research aims to find patterns and themes in the literature and not starting with a very specific hypothesis to test (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
While the dissertation does make use of various theories and conceptual models, notably in Chapter 2, the intent of the research is not to test one specific theoretical proposition using primary quantitative methods. Rather, it is to engage in systematic literature review, comparison across studies and in order to gain a better understanding about the influence of customer reviews on platforms such as ASOS and online fashion retail on trust and purchasing intention. Thus the approach of induction is consistent with the nature of the study which is exploratory and interpretive. Such a philosophical and analytical positioning is in line with the overall goal of a systematic literature review in business and management research.
The goal of the study is not to create new numerical data, but instead to gain insight by carefully identifying, evaluating and synthesising existing data. It is in this sense that the dissertation aims to create a reason based interpretation of the present knowledge base instead of a statistical generalisation from a newly collected sample.

[bookmark: _Toc235179478]3.3 Research Design: Systematic Literature Review
The research design of the study is systematic literature review (SLR). A systematic review of literature is a systematic approach to locating, selecting, appraising and collating evidence from published studies with regard to a clearly formulated research question (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003). It is not the same as a traditional narrative review as it applies a more transparent and organised process on the search, screening and analysis of the sources (Snyder, 2019). This is especially relevant to the current dissertation, as the concepts of online customer reviews are interrelated and encompass several constructs, such as e-WOM, trust, review credibility, and purchase intentions.
A systematic approach can help to ensure that the literature covered in the study is relevant and that it is chosen and credible based on explicit criteria and not personal preference. There are several reasons an SLR is suitable. First, the research questions concern relationships among variables that have already been investigated in various studies, for example, review quality–trust and perceived credibility–purchase intention. The dissertation is, therefore, not an attempt to create original data from ASOS customers but to collate and critically analyse the existing information.
Second, the research is set in a modern E-retail environment, where a wealth of academic research already exists. A systematic review enables the literature to be synthesised and common themes, contradictions and gaps to be identified. Thirdly, the dissertation seeks to make evidence-based conclusions and recommendations in the online fashion retail context. A systematic review improves the credibility of the study, as it demonstrates how those conclusions are based on a systematic body of evidence, not just a few carefully selected articles.
Another benefit of the SLR design is that it is well-suited to the project's secondary nature and aligns with the dissertation's approved ethical stance. The literature itself is also the set of data to be analysed because the study is not based on questionnaires, interviews or any other type of primary data collection. The review thus serves as a tool for collecting data and as the foundation for the analytical framework of the study.

[bookmark: _Toc235179479]3.4 Data Collection Strategy and Search Process
Because this dissertation is based on secondary research, data were collected in the form of published academic and professional literature relevant to online customer reviews, customer trust and purchase intention. The search process focused primarily on peer-reviewed journal articles because these provide the most robust academic evidence for a literature-based dissertation. Academic books and high-quality review articles were also considered where they contributed important conceptual or theoretical insight. In addition, a small number of reputable industry or practitioner sources were consulted where they provided useful contextual information about e-commerce or the online fashion retail environment, although the core of the review was based on academic literature (Snyder, 2019).
The literature search was conducted using academic databases commonly used in business and management research, including Google Scholar, Emerald Insight, ScienceDirect, Taylor & Francis Online and SAGE Journals. These databases were selected because they index peer-reviewed work across marketing, consumer behaviour, digital retail and e-commerce, which are all relevant to the topic of the dissertation. Searching across more than one database was important in order to avoid relying too heavily on a single publisher platform and to improve the breadth of the review.
The search process used combinations of keywords linked to the main concepts in the research questions. Core search terms included “online customer reviews”, “electronic word of mouth”, “e-WOM”, “purchase intention”, “consumer trust”, “review credibility”, “review helpfulness”, “online fashion retail” and “ASOS”. These terms were used both individually and in combination through Boolean operators such as AND and OR. For example, searches included combinations such as “online customer reviews” AND “purchase intention”, “e-WOM” AND “trust”, and “fashion retail” AND “review credibility”. This approach helped ensure that the search captured both broad studies of e-WOM and more specific work relating to online shopping, trust and digital consumer behaviour.
The search was not limited exclusively to ASOS-focused studies because the available academic literature on ASOS alone is relatively narrow. Instead, the search strategy prioritised studies on online customer reviews, trust, and purchase intention in e-commerce and, more broadly, fashion retail, while retaining the ASOS context as the focal application of the dissertation. This was necessary because the aim of the study is to understand the mechanisms through which reviews shape purchase intention, not simply to describe ASOS as a company. Where studies related directly to fashion e-commerce, apparel retail or digital consumer review environments similar to ASOS, they were considered particularly relevant.
The study also followed the PRISMA 2020 framework to improve the transparency of the literature selection process. Figure 3.1 summarises the identification, screening, eligibility and inclusion stages of the review (Page et al., 2021).

[image: ]
Figure 3.1 PRISMA Flow Diagram
Source: Adapted from Page et al. (2021).

[bookmark: _Toc235179480]3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
To improve the consistency and quality of the review, the literature was screened using predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. These criteria were designed to ensure that the selected studies were relevant to the research topic and academically reliable.
[bookmark: _Toc235179119][bookmark: _Toc235179481]Inclusion criteria
Studies were included where they met most or all of the following conditions:
· they examined online customer reviews, electronic word-of-mouth, review credibility, review helpfulness, consumer trust or purchase intention; 
· they focused on e-commerce, online retail, digital consumer behaviour or closely related contexts; 
· they were peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly review papers or academically credible books; 
· they were published in English; 
· they contributed directly to understanding the relationship between review characteristics, trust and consumer behavioural intention; 
· they were sufficiently relevant to online fashion retail, digital product evaluation or comparable online purchase settings. 
Although recent literature was prioritised in order to reflect current developments in digital retail, a small number of older sources were also retained where they were considered seminal to the topic. For example, foundational work on e-WOM, online trust and persuasion remains important because it provides the theoretical basis for more recent research.
[bookmark: _Toc235179120][bookmark: _Toc235179482]Exclusion criteria
Studies were excluded where they met one or more of the following conditions:
· they focused on consumer behaviour in contexts unrelated to digital reviews or online purchasing; 
· they were not sufficiently connected to reviews, trust, purchase intention or e-commerce decision-making; 
· they were opinion pieces, blogs, non-scholarly web content or sources with weak academic credibility; 
· they focused exclusively on highly technical platform design issues without relevance to consumer purchase behaviour; 
· they were duplicate records retrieved across multiple databases; 
· the full text was inaccessible or the study did not provide enough information to support critical evaluation. 
These criteria were important because the literature on digital consumer behaviour is broad and not all studies discussing online shopping are directly relevant to the review questions. By applying a more focused screening process, the study was able to retain literature that contributes meaningfully to understanding how online customer reviews influence purchase intention.

[bookmark: _Toc235179483]3.6 Screening and Selection of Sources
After an initial search, print literature was filtered in phases. The initial phase of the search involved reading the titles and abstracts of the articles to exclude obviously irrelevant studies. At this stage, the studies that focused on other topics or had no clear connection to reviews, trust, or online purchase behaviour were removed. The second stage of the screening included reading through the entire text of the remaining studies, to determine if they actually addressed the research problem and if they provided adequate conceptual or empirical content to warrant inclusion.
A critical review of each study was conducted during full-text screening, with special attention to the definition and analysis of the dissertation's main concepts. This involved whether the study included online reviews as an aspect of e-WOM, whether it included trust/credibility in the review process, and whether it included linking review content to purchase intention, behavioural intention or consumer decision making. Studies that were not in a fashion retail setting but yet had a meaningful review system focus were still considered if they were able to provide useful conceptual insights. But where possible, preference was given to studies located in e-commerce or apparel settings, online shopping, or other digital consumer environments.
The final literature set thus included only those that included a mention of online reviews but also contributed to the specific focus of the dissertation. This kept the subject matter broad and pertinent. It also aided in the analytical phase of the study by making sure that the chosen literature was coherent enough to be comparable between themes but was also broad enough to be able to get a variety of perspectives and contexts.


[bookmark: _Toc235179121][bookmark: _Toc235179484]Table 3.1 Screening and Selection of Sources
[bookmark: _Toc235179122][bookmark: _Toc235179485]Self-Developed
	Stage
	Screening activity
	Purpose

	Stage 1
	Initial database searching using keywords such as “online customer reviews”, “e-WOM”, “purchase intention”, “consumer trust”, “review credibility” and “online fashion retail”
	To identify a broad pool of potentially relevant academic literature

	Stage 2
	Title and abstract screening
	To remove studies with no clear relevance to online reviews, trust, purchase intention or online consumer behaviour

	Stage 3
	Full-text screening
	To assess whether the remaining studies addressed the research problem in sufficient conceptual or empirical depth

	Stage 4
	Application of inclusion and exclusion criteria
	To ensure that the final studies were academically credible, relevant to the research questions and suitable for thematic analysis

	Stage 5
	Final literature set for review
	To produce a coherent body of evidence for the analysis of online customer reviews, trust and purchase intention



[bookmark: _Toc235179486]3.7 Data Analysis: Thematic Analysis
Thematic analysis was used to analyse the selected literature. Thematic analysis is a suitable method for identifying patterns, concept(s) and relationships in qualitative and/or text-based data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The “data” for this dissertation consists of the findings, arguments, and conceptual discussions from the selected academic sources. The aim of the analysis was then to go beyond summarising the research and determine the predominant themes that were identified throughout the literature in the context of online customers' reviews and purchase intention.
To suit the interpretative and inductive nature of the study, thematic analysis was selected. The dissertation does not attempt to determine the statistical effect size of the reviews across studies, but rather to explain the relationship between review characteristics, trust, and behavioural intention using insights from previous research. Thematic analysis allows the comparison of studies, grouping ideas together, and identifying patterns in the way the literature answers the research questions. There were several stages of the analysis process.
Firstly, the chosen sources were thoroughly read and parts relevant to the main ideas of the study were marked. These included review quality, diagnosticity, credibility, authenticity, trust and purchase intention. Second, ideas that occurred repeatedly were coded and assigned into larger categories. Comments about detailed, useful reviews were, for instance, clustered at the idea of review quality and review helpfulness, as were comments about fake reviews, believability and source reliability, under credibility and authenticity.
Third, these categories were examined and further distilled into general themes that might be used to outline the findings chapter.
The final thematic structure was guided by the research questions and by the conceptual relationships identified in the literature review. Although the exact presentation of themes is addressed in Chapter 4, the analysis was expected to centre around issues such as:
1. the characteristics of online reviews that influence trust; 
2. the role of trust in shaping purchase intention; and 
3. the wider effect of online review environments on consumer buying decisions in online fashion retail. 
Thematic analysis was particularly useful because it allowed the dissertation to synthesise findings from studies using different contexts, methods and samples while still focusing on the underlying patterns relevant to the ASOS case. It also supported the dissertation's critical purpose by enabling identification of areas of agreement, inconsistency, and omission within the literature, rather than simply listing study findings one after another.
The themes were interpreted in relation to the research objectives and the theoretical frameworks discussed in Chapter 2, allowing the findings to be critically synthesised rather than simply described (Braun and Clarke, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc235179487]3.8 Quality, Trustworthiness and Limitations of the Method
Although it is not a dissertation based on primary data collection, a literature-based dissertation must still show methodological rigour. In this study, rigour was addressed by systematic search and by using clear inclusion and exclusion criteria and by only using academic (peer-reviewed) sources. Such decisions enhance the credibility of the study through transparency in the review process and prevent the risk of using weak or irrelevant material. Using several academic databases also enhanced the review, as it was less reliant on literature from a single source and more likely to find a wide variety of relevant studies.
The inclusion of seminal papers along with more recent work also allowed for a balance of conceptual complexity and contemporary relevance. It was essential to combine the established concepts like e-WOM with the current issues like authenticity of the reviews in the dissertation. There are also limitations on the methodology, however. The study is also based on secondary data only, which cannot be used to gauge the real-time perspective of ASOS customers.
This means that the conclusions are drawn from the research undertaken, not from the actual users of the ASOS platform at present. The second is that the sources of literature are from various fields, countries and online platforms. This expands the evidence bank but it also indicates that the evidence is not entirely transferable to ASOS, and to the UK fashion retail sector in particular. The third drawback is that a thematic analysis requires the interpretation of the researcher.
As the research process was organised and guided by the research questions, there was inevitably a certain level of subjectivity in the process of categorising studies into themes and determining what findings were most relevant. While these limitations do not detract from the value of the study, they do affect the interpretation of the findings. The dissertation is not intended to form general conclusions of all ASOS customers. Rather, it seeks to critically synthesize the most pertinent academic evidence to shed light on the potential interplay between online customer reviews, trust and purchase intention within a digital fashion retail environment.

[bookmark: _Toc235179488]3.9 Ethical Considerations
This dissertation does not rely on primary data collection from human participants, and is based entirely on secondary research. This means that the study does not involve interviews, questionnaires, focus groups, observation or access to personal or confidential information. Consequently the moral hazard of the project is less than for studies involving direct involvement of the participants. But, ethics still counts.
The main ethical consideration in this study relates to the responsible use of published material. To prevent any plagiarism and uphold academic honesty, ideas, arguments and findings taken from literature must be cited properly. The dissertation thus adheres rigorously to the Harvard style of referencing, both in the main text and at the end. The second ethical question is regarding the quality and credibility of the sources used.
Since the study is based on conclusions derived from the literature, it is important that misleading and unscholarly or poorly documented information will not be used. For this reason, the review emphasises peer-reviewed academic research and only employs non-academic sources where they provide limited contextual information. Even in a secondary study data management is relevant. Only articles, notes and extracted material were kept securely for academic purposes only; no personal participant information was collected or processed.
The study was designed in accordance with the approved Ethics position for a low-risk secondary research study. In this regard, the dissertation satisfies the ethical requirements not so much in managing participant risk as in upholding academic honesty, using sources carefully, and appropriately managing research materials.

[bookmark: _Toc235179489]3.10 Chapter Summary
This chapter has outlined the methodology used to investigate the impact of online customer reviews on purchase intention among ASOS customers in the UK. The study adopted an interpretivist and inductive orientation and used a systematic literature review as the overall research design. Relevant literature was identified through a structured search of academic databases using keywords linked to online reviews, trust, e-WOM and purchase intention. Sources were then screened according to predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria in order to ensure relevance and quality.
The selected literature was analysed through thematic analysis, which enabled recurring patterns and relationships to be identified across the evidence base. The chapter also discussed the trustworthiness and limitations of the method and explained the ethical considerations associated with a secondary research study. Having established the methodological approach, the dissertation now moves to the analysis and discussion of the findings emerging from the reviewed literature.


[bookmark: _Toc235179123][bookmark: _Toc235179490]Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis

[bookmark: _Toc235179491]4.1 Introduction
The chapter concludes the systematic literature review and examines the findings of the study in terms of the impact online customer reviews have on purchase intention for the ASOS and UK online fashion retail market. The results are presented in the themes that emerged from the thematic analysis described in Chapter 3. These themes are the dominant trends that emerged from the literature and are directly related to the study's research questions. 
The first theme investigates characteristics of online reviews that affect trust, such as review quality, diagnosticity, credibility and authenticity. The second theme highlights the importance of trust in the formation of purchase intentions. The third theme is the broader context of the effects of review environments on online purchasing in fashion retail. These findings can be combined to provide an explanation of how reviews can impact on consumer confidence and consumer purchasing behaviour within a digital retail environment like ASOS.

[bookmark: _Toc235179492]4.2 Theme 1: Characteristics of Online Reviews that Influence Trust
An important literature discovery is that on-line reviews' impact on trust is not just the result of their presence; it's as a result of their characteristics. The most significant attributes were those of review quality, diagnosticity, credibility and authenticity across all the retrieved studies. The effect of review quality was consistently demonstrated to impact the usefulness and credibility of a review. Longer, more specific reviews were considered more useful than brief and non-specific comments. 
Mudambi and Schuff (2010) concluded that the longer the reviews and the more detailed they are, the more likely it is that it will be perceived as helpful, especially for experience goods. Especially in the online fashion retail segment, where shoppers have to understand fit, comfort, size and fabric quality before buying, it is highly relevant. Reviews that talk about the fit of a suit of clothes, as an illustration, or if the product is similar to what was shown on the site, can therefore boost trust and decrease uncertainty. Diagnosticity was also important. Filieri (2015) suggests that consumer acceptance of the information in reviews increases where they are more effective in assessing a product. This is significant for ASOS as the customers aren't able to see the product in person prior to the buying. Reviews that detail if a product is too large, too cheap or looks different in person will offer practical information to help build trust in the review and purchase. In the formation of trust credibility and authenticity were also important. 
The literature indicates that consumers will be more inclined to trust the reviews when they are balanced, believable, and genuine. The findings of Filieri et al. (2018) show that there is a positive influence of the credibility of the review towards review adoption and purchase intention. Meanwhile, concerns over fake or manipulated reviews have put authenticity into the midst of trust-building. When there is a question about the integrity of the review environment, so is the value of the review system. This is especially crucial for fast-moving ecommerce stores like ASOS, where customers are more apt to act on peer responses. In sum, the results indicate that the content and credibility of reviews have a significant influence on trust. Trust is best bolstered with informative and relevant reviews that are perceived to be authentic.
These findings support the Information Adoption Model, suggesting that consumers are more likely to trust and use review information when it is credible, detailed and relevant (Sussman and Siegal, 2003). This is also consistent with recent research highlighting the importance of review authenticity (Ismagilova et al., 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc235179493]4.3 Theme 2: The Role of Trust in Shaping Purchase Intention
The second key finding is that online customer reviews have been found to have a significant impact on purchase intention through the mediation of trust. Reviews aren't necessarily the deciding factor for consumers to buy, but instead whether they feel confident enough to make the purchase. 
Literature reveals that the characteristics of online retail involve uncertainty, especially in the fashion context where the customer is not able to touch the product, try it on or inspect it before purchasing. It is for this reason that trust plays a part as it helps to minimize this uncertainty. Filieri (2015) discovered that review quality, credibility and diagnosticity have all been identified as factors that impact trust in the information provided in reviews and in turn, consumer use of the information to make purchases. This indicates that there is a relationship between trust and the content of the review and buying intention. This is confirmed by the broader e-commerce literature. 

Online purchase intention can be influenced by the level of trust, which can lower the perceived risk and enhance the confidence of online transactions (Gefen, Karahanna and Straub, 2003). When applied to ASOS, this would indicate that reviews can have an impact on purchase intent when it helps to increase consumer confidence in factors like "fit" or value for money and quality. When reviews are presented and seem credible, the consumer might feel comfortable enough to make a purchase. If they appear to be unstable or untrustworthy, the same consumer will not be ready or may drop the buying. 
The results thus imply that trust is not a "side issue", but rather a mechanism at the very heart of the review–purchase relationship. Internet Customer reviews have significant impact on purchase intention as they dictate the confidence of the customer towards the product and hence their buying.
The findings also support trust-based theory and the Elaboration Likelihood Model. Trust reduces perceived risk, while consumers process review information differently depending on their level of involvement (Gefen, Karahanna and Straub, 2003; Petty and Cacioppo, 1986).

[bookmark: _Toc235179494]4.4 Theme 3: The Wider Influence of Review Environments on Online Buying Decisions
The third theme relates to the broader context of review environments on online purchasing decisions. According to the literature, the reviews are not just individual remarks on the products. Rather, they are part of a larger review process that shapes consumer risk assessment and decision making online. 
The evidence that comes in and out of the strongest of course is that a review environment reduces uncertainty. This is particularly relevant to online fashion retail where it is hard to make judgements about clothes and shoes without being able to touch them. Park, Lee and Han (2007) stated that e-WOM can reduce consumer uncertainties and improve decision quality, and Cheung and Thadani (2012) pointed out that e-WOM can facilitate consumers' decision making. 
Therefore reviews can serve as a means of replacing a "real-life" experience of the product on ASOS customers, providing them with an idea of how it is being used and if the customers are satisfied. 

The literature also indicates that reviews result in social proof. If other people have left reviews and ratings that are visible, it may be less intimidating to purchase this product. For a fashion retailer, for instance, where customers seek assurance on style, quality and fit, this community feedback can be significant in their purchasing decisions. 
The results also indicate that the effectiveness of review environments can decrease when they are saturated, inconsistent, or when they are not seen as trustworthy. When consumers receive a lot of mixed or repetitive reviews, they may not be convinced or settled. This means that it's not just about the existence of reviews, but about whether the platform makes them look credible, useful and manageable. 
The results indicate that, in general, a review environment influences online buying decisions by decreasing uncertainty, social proof and influencing trust in the platform itself. The review environment in a digital fashion retail setting, like ASOS, becomes an integral part of the consumer decision-making process and not just a small periphery feature on the product page.
Overall, the findings indicate that review environments influence consumer behaviour by reducing uncertainty and strengthening trust. This supports previous e-WOM research and highlights the growing importance of authentic reviews in online fashion retail (Cheung and Thadani, 2012; Ismagilova et al., 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc235179495]4.5 Chapter Summary
This chapter has presented the findings of the systematic literature review and analysed how online customer reviews influence purchase intention in the context of ASOS and the wider UK online fashion retail market. Three main themes emerged from the literature. The first showed that trust is strongly influenced by the characteristics of reviews, especially their quality, diagnosticity, credibility and authenticity. The second demonstrated that trust plays a central role in shaping purchase intention by reducing uncertainty and increasing confidence in online buying decisions. The third showed that review environments influence consumer behaviour more broadly by providing social proof, reducing perceived risk and shaping trust in the online retail setting.
Overall, the findings indicate that online customer reviews affect purchase intention not simply because consumers read them, but because reviews act as trust-building and uncertainty-reducing tools within digital retail. In the case of ASOS, where consumers must make fashion-related decisions without physically inspecting products, the quality and credibility of the review environment can play an important role in supporting purchase intention.


[bookmark: _Toc235179124][bookmark: _Toc235179496]Chapter 5: Conclusion, Recommendations And Limitations Of The Research

[bookmark: _Toc235179497]5.1 Conclusion
This dissertation looks at how customer reviews online affect their purchase intention for ASOS customers in the UK using systematic literature review. The study aimed to examine how various aspects of online customer reviews affect customer trust and how that trust influences purchase decisions in the context of online fashion retail. The results indicate that, based on the evidence presented, online customer reviews have become an integral source of information, assist consumers in decision making, reduce their uncertainty, and instill a level of confidence prior to purchase (Cheung and Thadani, 2012).
The first research goal was to identify the main features of customer reviews that affect customers' trust in online reviews. The results showed that the four elements of review quality (credibility, diagnosticity, authenticity and authenticity) are always associated with the reliability of online reviews by consumers. It was discovered that reviews with detailed information about the products, balanced opinions, and real-life customer experiences built trust among consumers better than short, generic reviews. These results confirm earlier studies that upheld that informative and credible reviews lower perceived risk and strengthen consumer's tendency to trust the content when purchasing products (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010; Filieri, 2015).
The second objective explored the relationship between customer trust and purchase intention. Trust has been found to be a key mechanism linking review information to purchase behaviour in the literature. If people feel that reviews are authentic, they will come to trust both the product and the retailer and will be more willing to make an online purchase. These results align with previous studies that have pointed out the role of trust as a key driver of online purchase decisions, as there is a lesser uncertainty involved in online transactions (Gefen, Karahanna and Straub, 2003; Filieri et al., 2018).
The third objective looked at the broader impact of online customer reviews on purchasing decisions in the ASOS UK market. The review argues that online reviews serve two purposes: to provide information and to establish social proof, thereby enabling consumers to assess products they cannot physically inspect before buying. But, with the rise of fake reviews and AI-generated content has come more problems for online retailers. It is, therefore, essential to have transparent, authentic and well-managed review systems to ensure consumers' confidence and long-term trust (Ismagilova et al., 2020).
The overall results of this study show that online customer reviews significantly influence purchase intention in the context of online fashion retail. The results confirm the theoretical aspects presented in Chapter 2 by revealing that information quality, review credibility and customer trust all impact on consumer purchasing behaviour. The dissertation thus helps to understand how online review management can enhance customers' trust and purchasing decisions for online fashion companies like ASOS.

[bookmark: _Toc235179498]5.2 Practical Recommendations
The results of this research have led to some practical recommendations for ASOS to build trust and increase purchase intention amongst its customers.
Firstly, ASOS should further develop their verified purchaser reviews. Only allowing reviews from confirmed customers would help build trust on the platform and minimize the risk of fake and misleading reviews. Based on previous studies, it was found that credibility is one of the most significant factors that influence the adoption of a review and purchase intention (Filieri et al., 2018).
Secondly, ASOS should further invest in technologies that can detect manipulated reviews or those made by AI before they are published. With the awareness of consumers of how reviews can be manipulated, authentic review environments will be a valuable competitive advantage in online fashion retail (Ismagilova et al., 2020).
Thirdly, customers can be asked to leave more detailed product reviews, describing product fit, sizing accuracy, comfort, fabric quality and durability. It has been proven that the reviews that have practical information about the product have been in a constant way that helps to reduce uncertainty and increase the confidence of consumers in the process of deciding what to buy (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010; Filieri, 2015).
Lastly, ASOS could make the most useful customer reviews more noticeable throughout product pages, while prioritising verified and highly-rated reviews. The improvement in information reliability would help to make purchasing decision faster and would enhance the total customer experience (Park, Lee and Han, 2007).

[bookmark: _Toc235179499]5.3 Limitations and Future Research
As with any research, this study had a number of limitations.
The first was that the dissertation was based on secondary research, so no primary data were collected directly from ASOS customers. The findings are therefore subject to the quality, quantity, and accessibility of the academic literature already available rather than to first-hand consumer experiences (Snyder, 2019).
Secondly, it was only conducted on ASOS and the UK online fashion retail market. While it is true that many of the findings may be relevant to other online retailers, consumer behaviour can vary from country to country, culture to culture and retail sector to retail sector. Hence, the results cannot be generalised without taking context into account.
The other constraint is the fast-changing digital retail landscape. The relationship between online customer reviews and trust and purchase intention may be affected by future developments, given the evolving consumer behaviour, online review systems, and artificial intelligence technologies.
The limitations could be addressed in future research by carrying out primary research, either by using a survey or obtaining evidence through interviews with customers of ASOS, in order to gain evidence of customer behaviour directly.
A comparative review with other online fashion retail platforms (e.g. Zara, Boohoo or Next) could help to broaden the understanding of the effectiveness of reviews, across retail platforms.
The rise of AI-generated reviews and automated content and how it affects customer trust could also be a topic for further study, which could become an increasing problem in the digital commerce world (Ismagilova et al., 2020).
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