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Abstract
The scarce internet access in Ethiopia puts heavy weight on traditional media and people to spread 
news and information. By testing if the marketing strategy Word of Mouth is applicable on 
informative content, rather than just brandsand products, this thesis explore the motivation to spread 
news as well as how it is received by a non-internet using group. As with brands, a common trigger 
for WOM was the subject being brought up in a discussion, both offline and online. Conditions that 
increased WOM in marketing such as being sociable and feeling a responsibility also increased 
WOM for more political content. The study also found that there is a low trust for internet as a 
source, but a high trust for the word of many. If the message was heard multiple times it was more 
believable, even though a primary source was lacking. In general both internet users and non-
internet users were actively spreading information with the reason that it needed to be spread, 
something that was concluded as a collectivist action where information is spread quickly through 
social ties. Non-internet users were considered to be extra fragile and exposed to fake news due to 
the unequal distribution of information and technology. Since trust was based on the message of 
many, echo chambers and confirmation bias is discussed, as well as how Ethiopia might tackle the 
segregation of technology in the country in order to decrease inequality in the future.

Sammanfattning
Den svaga tillgången till internetuppkoppling i Etiopien lägger ett stort ansvar på traditionell media, 
och människor, för att sprida nyheter och information till landets stora befolkning. Genom att testa 
om marknadsföringsstrategin Word of Mouth också är applicerbar på informativa budskap 
undersöker denna uppsats motivationen bakom att sprida nyheter, samt hur denna mottas av en 
grupp som inte använder internet. Liksom med varumärken var en vanlig trigger för WOM med 
informativ kontext att ämnet nämndes i en pågående diskussion, både online och offline. 
Förutsättningar som stärkte WOM vid marknadsföring, såsom att vara social och känna ett 
samhällsansvar ökade också WOM för nyheter. Studien fann också att det var låg tillit för internet 
som källa, men att det fanns stor tilltro till information som upprepades av olika personer. Ett 
budskap som hördes från flera olika var mer trovärdigt, oavsett vilken den primära källan var eller 
om den saknades helt. Generellt spred både internetanvändare och icke-användarna information av 
anledningen att det behövdes spridas och höras av alla invånare, vilket tolkades som en 
kollektivistisk handling där nyheter snabbt spreds i sociala nätverk. De som inte använder internet 
ansågs vara extra exponerade för fake news på grund av den ojämställda distributionen av 
information och tillgången till teknologi. Då tillit var baserat på upprepning från många diskuterar 
uppsatsen även echo chambers och confirmation bias, samt hur Etiopien i framtiden kan tackla den 
tekniska segregationen. 
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ABSTRACT
The scarce internet access in Ethiopia puts heavy weight on
traditional media and people to spread news and informa-
tion. By testing if the marketing strategy Word of Mouth is
applicable on informative content, rather than just brands
and products, this thesis explore the motivation to spread
news as well as how it is received by a non-internet using
group.

As with brands, a common trigger for WOM was the sub-
ject being brought up in a discussion, both offline and online.
Conditions that increased WOM in marketing such as being
sociable and feeling a responsibility also increased WOM for
more political content.

The study also found that there is a low trust for internet as
a source, but a high trust for the word of many. If the message
was heard multiple times it was more believable, even though
a primary source was lacking. In general both internet users
and non-internet users were actively spreading information
with the reason that it needed to be spread, something that
was concluded as a collectivist action where information is
spread quickly through social ties. Non-internet users were
considered to be extra fragile and exposed to fake news due
to the unequal distribution of information and technology.

Since trust was based on the message of many, echo cham-
bers and confirmation bias was discussed, as well as how
Ethiopia might tackle the segregation of technology in the
country in order to decrease inequality in the future.

1 INTRODUCTION
In 2018 a new prime minister came into office in Ethiopia.
The new leader has sparked hope in the country, which is
hungry for a progressive change. The shift meant a new per-
spective on the old laws regarding freedom of speech, leading
to imprisoned journalists being freed and a welcoming hand
was extended to the Ethiopians that had fled the country.
Ethiopia, one of the poorest countries in the world, has had
a long relationship with Swedish government through the
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency
SIDA (2019). In 1954 Ethiopia became the first country re-
ceiving aid from Sweden, and SIDA has since been working
together with Ethiopian organisations to enhance the living

situation in the country through projects regarding democ-
racy, human rights, employment, equality et cetera. In 2018
alone, Sweden provided approximately 684 million SEK to
the development of the country (SIDA, 2019). With the new,
hopefully improved, democratic situation in the country in
regards of media and public speech, SIDA has financed a
project together with FOJO Media Institute, in which this
thesis is one part. The project aims to support Ethiopia and
other countries in a similar situation in order to strengthen
the democratic position, together with Ethiopian organisa-
tions. By analyzing the situation in the country using inter-
views, this thesis hopes to give some valuable insights for
further work.
Ethiopia is struggling with its technological infrastruc-

ture. Only around 15 percent of the population of the 110
million inhabitants are estimated to have internet access,
and a big part of the population therefore has to rely on
more traditional media and/or the spreading of information
through others. Without direct access to the internet or other
information sources, individuals will be more reliant on sec-
ondary sources. The access to media technology has proven
to create increased segregation (Norris, 2000). For this rea-
son, this thesis aims to study the relationship between the
population with and without internet access in the capital of
Addis Ababa, and how communication is spread when a big
part of the population lacks certain information technology.
The study relies on the marketing strategy Word of Mouth
and aims to investigate communication between internet
users and non-internet users in Addis Ababa.
-Is the marketing strategy word of mouth applicable on news
spreading between internet users and non-internet users in
Addis Ababa?
-What is motivating information being spread between the
both groups, and how it is received?

2 RELATEDWORK
The situation in Ethiopia
The population of Ethiopia is about 107 million people, of
whereas about 15 percent have access to the internet (IWS,
2018). Around 40 percent of the population is under the age of
15, and the population is therefore expected to be 191 million
by 2050 (WENR, 2019). Educational level in the country is



low, in 2007 around 40 percent was literate in the country,
though this is most likely changing rapidly since around 55
percent of the population 15-24 years old was literate the
same year (UNESCO, 2017). The lack of internet access for
a big part of the population, especially in the rural areas,
put heavy weight on the more traditional medias such as
the radio and TV. Before the reforms, it happened that the
Ethiopian government shut down internet access in order to
perform self-censorship (Cardona, 2017).
The Ethiopian government controls the internet access

in the country through the organisation Ethio Telecom. In-
ternet access in Ethiopia is expensive, for unlimited access
the price is around 153 US dollars per month. As mentioned,
Ethiopia is one of the poorest country in the world, with a
per capita income of 783 dollars (World Bank, 2019). Wifi-
hotspots can for example be found at universities, but can
naturally only be used by students at that specific university.
Since the tuition fee for a five year degree at University of Ad-
dis Ababa is 32.500 ETB or around 1137 USD (including food
and accommodation), it is likely that education, and thereby
access to free Wi-Fi, is out of reach for many Ethiopians
(AAU, 2019).

Ethiopia rely a lot on foreign aid and investments. Swe-
den is as mentioned a big donor of foreign aid, but lately
China has put big investments in the country and in the
African continent in general. Around 400 projects, with an
estimated value of 4 billion dollars, are currently in opera-
tion, where most projects are within industrial park and real
estate (Kiruga, 2019).

Segregation of Technology and Inequality
According to Sassi (2005), the gap of accessibility to internet
and other communication technology creates social inequal-
ity since it means that the group without the privileges of
technology also has less access to the public life and power
in society. The global digital divide is most likely driven
by world poverty, where the early adopters will get a lead
compared to the ones that cannot afford the new technology
(Norris, 2000). According to Norris the innovation of technol-
ogy follow a ’normalization model’ where social inequality
in the early stages of adopting will be increased, which in
time with the gap between users and non-users closes also
decreases inequality. It is therefore important that access to
information technology increases in Ethiopia to decrease the
segregation in the country.

Word of Mouth (WOM)
Word of Mouth is a common marketing strategy, with the
intended goal of making possible customers aware of services
and products through current users. Though many of the
presented studies here relate to products or services, it is
probable that they also can work on information and topics

regarding for example news and social issues since the main
focus of the studies are usually the communication between
customers, not the products or service itself.

Studies show that WOM often emerge from a willingness
to either warn or recommend others about an organisation,
and is usually triggered by very positive or negative expe-
riences. A study made by Mazzarol et al. (2007) shows that
there are some triggers and conditions that enhance the like-
lihood of WOM. The participants tended to spread the words
more often if the experience of the company or service was ei-
ther extremely positive or very negative. A trigger for WOM
relating to this need was a leading question from a family
member or friend, making the messenger feel obligated to
share in order to help the audience. Two other trigger points
for WOM according to the study was if an associated word
to the organisation was brought up in a conversation, as well
as very provocative or heavy promotion for the organisation
(though this tended to generate more negative WOM).

There are also some conditions promoting WOM. For ex-
ample, consumers are more likely to spread more WOM if
they have personal characteristics such as self-confidence,
are socially integrated, have high levels of involvement in the
product or are concerned for others, as well as being opin-
ionated and/or a little pushy (Dichter, 1966; Engel et al., 1969;
Lampert and Rosenberg, 1975,Walsh et al., 2004). People who
feel an obligation to share information because of a sense
of community duty also tended to be more intrigued to take
part in WOM. Other conditions that encourage WOM are the
closeness between giver and receiver as well as the perceived
risk of offering WOM. According to studies, geographical
proximity was often more important than demographic simi-
larities (Leskovec et al., 2007). In regards of risk, the stronger
the moral hazard presented information is, the stronger the
social ties must be between individuals to encourage spread-
ing. Jenkins et al. (2013) also discuss the risk of spreading
and sharing information. According to them people make
a series of decisions when choosing to spread content they
have seen, since spreading it might affect the view of the mes-
senger. The decisions can regard for example if the message
represent the sender or its opinion. Often people spend more
time understanding what the person sharing was trying to
communicate, not what the producer of the message was
trying to say. This show that the messenger might have more
power than the message itself. The closeness here relates to
how well the sender knows the person and their possible
interest in the information.

Reference groups and Trust
A group is defined as two or more persons interacting with
each other to reach a common, or individual goal, for exam-
ple friends, families, colleagues et cetera. A reference group
can function as amirror for an individual to reflect upon itself



in, the reference group thereby have an affection on things
such as values, opinions and attitudes. WOM builds upon the
theory of direct and indirect reference groups, which states
that people more likely is to believe and trust information re-
ceived by a person they look up to or like. A reference group
can also have a positive influence on buying decisions based
on how attractive the group is seen as, where attractiveness
is based upon trustworthiness and credibility (Schiffmann et
al., 2016). It is possible that the assumed attractiveness of a
group also have an effect on the receivers perception of the
message. Just like the influence on buying decisions is built
upon attitudes formed from the reference group, attitude
towards other things such as political opinion can be formed
by an attractive reference group.

Ideological Polarization and Fake News
Ideological polarization has become a popular subject to
study during the last years. Most attention has been directed
to the activity on social media during political elections and
similiar. The concept of ideological polarization, and forma-
tion of what is popularly called ’filter bubbles’, has been tied
to the spreading of fake news.

The reason behind the existence of ideological polarization
can be divided into two arguments; that it is based on algo-
rithms and technology or that it is based on human behavior.
A studymade byDylko et al. (2017) showed that customizabil-
ity on websites (technology that allows individuals/websites
to skew presented information based on user’s preferences)
made people more likely to click on pro-attitudinal articles
and had an increased time spent reading those articles, and
opposite on on counter-attitudinal articles. The authors also
found that customizability technology decreased exposure
towards counter-attitudinal articles more than it increased
the exposure of pro-attitudinal articles, showing that tech-
nology itself can create ideological polarization.
Human behavior and action also seem to affect the cre-

ation of echo chambers and ideological polarization. Peo-
ple have the tendency to consume content that is in line
with their own opinion and/or avoid content that contradict
the same, something called selective exposure (Frey, 1986;
Stroud, 2008). This behavior can lead to confirmation bias,
and thereby increase the spreading of fake news. There are
three significant traits that correlate with believing in disin-
formation; a low level of education, the ability to consume
media and a young population (Humprecht, 2018). The same
article also showed that people were less critical regarding
online information if their most important source was social
media. Considering that Ethiopia has a low rate of educa-
tion, that access to media technology is scarce and that the
population is very young, this is important to consider.

3 METHOD
The study was carried out by doing 12 semi-structured inter-
views divided into two groups of respondents. Semi-structured
interviews are used when the purpose of the study have an
exploratory element and when the researcher wants to in-
fer a causal relationship between variables. It is therefore
of importance to separate the meaning of informer and re-
spondent since the first relates to someone giving factual
standpoints and functions more like an expert, whereas the
respondent give valuable insights and their perception of the
issue (Ekstrom and Larsson, 2010). Layder (1993) emphasizes
the importance of getting behind observable values when
interviewing a respondents, especially when researching
structures of power, since the researcher wants to study a
phenomenon rather than to tell a story. For this reason, a lot
of preparation was made when researching for the themes
of the interviews.

In-depth interviews, compared to questionnaires, give the
respondents the possibility to build upon, and explain, their
answers which is sufficient when the purpose is to under-
stand the underlying factors of a phenomenon, as were the
case for this study (Saunders and Thornhill, 2012). With an
in-depth interview a personal contact and relation is formed
between the interviewer and the interviewee, with the result
of a higher response rate (Saunders and Thornhill, 2012).
It was however important to consider the exposure of the
respondents during interviews since it because of its more
personal characteristics might feel more uncomfortable than
a questionnaire. As it is a qualitative form of study, the result
do not usually show significant proofs or correlated values,
rather it give a depth of understanding which can be used
for future quantitative studies.

The selection of respondents for the interviews were selec-
tions of variation meaning that the group of respondents are
similar to each other but differs in one important variable; in
this case the access to internet (Ekstrom and Larsson, 2010).
The respondents for this study was divided into two groups;
one with internet access, and one consisting of people who
do not have regular access to internet. The definition for
internet access was somewhat regular access to internet, or
a person using the internet more than once per week.
Respondents in this study consisted of people in the age

range of 25-34 since this group is the most active online. The
study is part of a project by SIDA and the Swedish embassy
in Ethiopia, and therefore the nationality of the participants
are also Ethiopian. It was considered important to choose
respondents from the same age range from both groups to
ensure that the answers were not affected by age differences,
and to assure that the variable of internet access is the most
dominant difference between them. The generation chosen
is also the first group to grew up in a time where cellphones



and internet has been existing in most of their life, making it
more probable that this group is more skilled in the subject
of technology even though not owning it themselves.

The interviews were held in private rooms and conducted
with two interviewers. The interviews were held in English,
the second language of both the interviewers and the respon-
dents, or Amharic in cases where the respondents did not
speak English. By having a translator, the hope was to make
sure that level of English knowledge did not exclude partici-
pants and could ensure that they were understood correctly.
The interviews were recorded to prevent content taken out
of context, and transcribed right after. It is of importance
that the transcribing is done shortly after the interview for
the interviewer to remember what was said, and how it was
said, during the interview (Ekstrom and Larsson, 2010).
Since the purpose of the study was to analyse and make

socially constructed variables understandable, a qualitative
method was chosen. Such methods cannot make statisti-
cal generalisations about a total population (Saunders et al.,
2016). The selection of respondents is also relatively small
compared to the total population and therefore cannot show
empirical evidence for the phenomenon either. However, it
may show a theoretical generalisation (Alvehus, 2013). The
hope was to combine earlier studies and extend their usage
in order to give new insights. Reliability refers to the credibil-
ity and constince of a study, and often the matter is whether
the result can be reproduced in a different time, place or
by another researcher (Kvale and Brinkman, 2014). This is
however not fully possible with qualitative studies since
this often exists in relationship to the reality the study was
made in (Alvehus, 2013). Since this study explores socially
constructed meanings about a phenomenon it is hard to com-
pletely separate it from its context. Since the interviews were
semi-structured, and by this not fully identical, the study
is not possible to fully duplicate which lowers the transfer-
ability (Saunders et al., 2016). The fact that all interviews
were recorded, enabling precise citation of the respondents,
contributed to a higher level of reliability (Saunders et al.,
2016).

4 RESULT
The interviewed respondents in the group ’internet users’
where all between 21 and 27 years old, and will in this sec-
tion be named Respondent 1-5. Most of the respondents were
students at the University of Addis Ababa, while one (Respon-
dent 4) is working in a dining hall, a job that is considered
as a typical working class job. The parents of the employed
respondent also have typical working class job, while most
parents of the students are working for the government and
have a degree (or have started one) from an university.
The non-internet users will be named Respondent 6-12.

In the group of non-internet users all of the respondents

have jobs that do not require any specific education, one
of the respondents is also trying to finish 7th grade during
the evenings, besides working. They are between 27 and 34
years old and on the contrary from the internet users, the
respondents in this group come from families that do not
have any education. The most common occupation among
the parents is in agriculture, and many of the respondents
explain that they are originally from another town but has
moved to Addis Ababa for work.

Self-reflection by the respondents and interest in
social issues and politics (conditions)
Some personal characteristics are considered to trigger Word of
Mouth. In this section internet users were considered as senders
of information, while non-internet users were seen as receivers.
For this reason, only internet users were asked to describe their
personalities.

Respondent 1 describes themselves as a good student and
a very sociable person. The respondent has some interest in
politics, especially domestically, and likes to discuss political
dilemmas and follow up on recent events. The respondent
make a difference between debating and discussing issues
and says they enjoys the latter when it comes to social issues,
but have no interest in taking part in conversations that
involves desire to change the opinion of the other.
Respondent 2 describes themselves as calm, ordered and

friendly. The respondent is very sociable, even though a
little shy. The respondent describes oneself as ’reluctantly’
interested in politics and social issues. They have the feeling
that they should work for a change in the country, but since
the respondent believes it is impossible to create any changes
they awaits the situation in the country to get better. The
respondent also states that because of the situation in the
country it is impossible to not be interested in social issues
and politics, and therefore considers oneself to be reluctantly
interested.
Respondent 3 is very interested in social issues and poli-

tics and describes themselves as sociable and friendly. The
respondent feel obliged to take part in discussions as a mem-
ber of the society. The respondent summarize this feeling
and thought as; ’everything that I am comes from society and
everything society is come from us’.
Respondent 4 (the non-student) is interested in political

questions, but mostly in societal issues. The respondent is
described as social and good with people and believes in a
strong community. For this respondent it is very important
to give back to society, and besides working and trying to
retake High School classes, the respondent is volunteering.
Respondent 5 claims at first to not at all being interested

in social issues and politics, and is described as an introvert
and non-sociable. However, later this is changed to that the
respondent is interested in societal issues, but as a passive



audience. The respondent is more interested in science and
like to read research online in subjects such as technology
rather than social science and politics. The respondent claims
to like ’hard facts’ that are measurable.

Sharing online
When it comes to sharing, the opinion differs a little between
the respondents. Respondent 2 and 5 are reluctant to share
things online. The latter claims to only share things in the
role as a class representative which requires it while Re-
spondent 2 does not share anything at all. The other three
respondent share online, mostly in private chats.When asked
why they choose to share in a private message rather than
in for example the Facebook feed the respondents explain
this with them knowing what their friends need to know,
and therefore can aim the information to the ’right’ receiver.
They also talk about how many of their friends share the
same kind of feed/content and therefore probably would be
as likely to see it in their feed from someone else. What is
important here for the respondents are that the information
is new and interesting for the messenger. Respondent 4 adds
to this by saying that it is more fun and rewarding to share
in a private messages since it ensures a reaction or response
to the content. The respondent also share content in the feed,
but prefer private messages for this reason.

Reasons for sharing online
For those sharing online, the feeling or thought before was
usually that it might be useful for the receiver and/or that the
sender liked it and thought it might be liked by the receiver
too. The need of the receiver was considered more than
how the content shared might reflect back upon them as
a sender among Respondent 1, 3 and 4. In fact, they stated
that they did not think much of how it might reflect back
on themselves, many of the times the information was not
even in their interest at all. Respondent 2 said that one of the
reasons it did not share anything online had to do with how
it might affect the image of itself, and that sharing included
revealing too much about the respondent, as well as making
the respondent more searchable online when, for example,
applying for a job. Respondent 5 agrees that it might reflect
back on the sender, but it is not the main reason to not
share online. Instead it is more about the personality of the
responder who prefer to be a passive audience.

Sharing offline
Respondent 2, though reluctant of sharing online, does how-
ever share things seen online in real life, and when doing so
in similarity with the online users considers the need of the
receiver rather than its own interest in the subject. The most
common reason in both groups was to share information
to ensure that information is spread to all groups in society.

Respondent 7, for example, does not tell internet users since
it is considered that they probably already know about it,
and rather discuss information only with people that would
not have received it otherwise. All internet users except
Respondent 1, who claimed not to know anyone without
internet access, said that it is even more important for them
to tell non-internet users than others, since they believed
they could perhaps lack the information if not informed by
internet users.
All of the respondents also discuss the importance of

spreading information during the interviews, and usually
share either through a discussion or by simply telling. Among
the non-internet it is also common to explain the urge to
discuss to get a different point of view to or to understand
something better. Respondent 8 brings up topics they have
heard before in conversations to develop around the subject
and to learn more through discussions, something that 12
partly agrees with. According to 12 discussion might change
the opinion of the respondent, but it depends on the con-
tent. Another common thing that the respondents mention
is that it is a sociable thing to do, to bring up things one
has heard. Respondent 5 claims to share offline in order to
start a conversation, which is also common reason among
the non-internet users to spread information.

The respondents all talked about how it felt ’good’ to share
content to others, and especiallymentioned is this by internet
users to non-internet users, since they believed information
should be spread. Respondent 3 and 5 also talked a lot about
the importance to be careful when spreading information,
especially to non-internet, users since they believe it to be
the the start of the spreading of fake news. They also mention
that it is harder for non-internet users to check facts, and
that it is therefore a more exposed group. Respondent 6 and
9 are both cautious of knowing if it is true before spreading,
and transfer in order to spread information. Respondent
8 and 10-12 do not consider the reliability of information
before spreading. Respondent 6 believes it is a responsibility
to spread information, while 7, 8 and 10-11 feel valuable to
friends if being able to tell them something new. Respondent
9 just claims it feels ’good’ to share information with others
in general.

Triggers to share
Though a mission to spread information, the trigger to shar-
ing offline was usually that a similar subject was brought up
in a conversation or that it was connected to a recent event
in the country for all respondents. Respondent 2 mentioned
that they actively told non-internet users, without being
brought up in a discussion. The most common receiver was
the mother of the respondent and the respondent mentions
that they are aware that the mother will spread information



to friends, and is therefore even more careful when telling
an offline audience since it might affect indirect receivers.

The most common reason to hear information was that it
was brought up in another discussion. Respondent 9 states
that they often ask for information, from for example cus-
tomers, but most of the other non-internet users get informa-
tion from friends and family members. One other exception
from getting news from friends and family members is Re-
spondent 12 who was told by a passing student about the big
plane crash in Ethiopia spring 2019. All of the respondent
except 9 say they do not believe, or are very critical, towards
information coming from one person since they need to hear
it from more people to believe it, even when it comes from
friends and family members.

Media usage and main media technology
In the group of internet users, internet is the most used me-
dia for all respondents. All but one of the non-internet users,
Respondent 9, say that they mainly get their information
from TV and radio. Respondent 9 answers only radio to this
question, since they do not own a TV. The reason why TV
and radio are used is mainly because it is easy accessible.
Most of the respondent have a TV at home and watch it
while being free from work, during late nights and sundays.
Respondent 8 and 9 sometimes listen to radio while work-
ing, while the others mostly listen to radio at home or on
their way to or home from work. Only one, Respondent 12,
claims to read newspapers. Respondent 6 and 8 reflects on
magazines during the interview and say that they ’are not
used to it’. All of the respondents besides 11 and 12 say that
they listen/watch news on purpose, at least a little amount
of time everyday. Respondent 11 and 12 listen or view when
it happens to be on, but do not consider themselves to be
active watchers and/or listeners. Reception seems to be a
problem with TV in the country. Respondent 7 says that they
mostly watch a certain channel, but does not trust it. When
asked why they still watch it, the answer is that it is the only
channel that is working in the area where the respondent
lives.

Preferred media among non-internet users
All of the respondent except 10 prefers TV and the reason
is usually based on trust. Most of the respondents believe
that it, because of its visual content, is harder to fake and
thus makes it more trustworthy and appealing. Respondent
10 prefers radio since it is portable and easy to access at
work, adding to this it also has many channels which makes
it possible for the respondent to compare different channels.
Respondent 7 is the only one of the asked who states that the
prefered media would have been internet if it could choose
any media without considering costs or any other obstacles
of using a technology. Most respondent, as mentioned earlier,

said they would like to use internet if they could. Despite
this, only one named internet as their prefered media, which
makes it possible that the question was misunderstood by the
respondents, or that it is hard to imagine using something
they have never used. It is, of course, also possible that they
would prefer TV even if having access to internet.

Trust
All respondents, in both groups, are critical about content
online and claims that content online is gossip and hearsay
since it is created by individuals if not posted by news outlets.
Respondent 2 does not trust it at all, and Respondent 5 trust
’reliable’ sources which are sources that are covering both
sides of an issue, and mentions Tikwaahatah (a Telegram
channel) as an example. Respondent 1 and 3 put great trust
on governmental media, and the reason for that is that it has
’more responsibility than others to share true information’.
Respondent 3 also states that they believe that people in
rural areas probably have a harder time to criticize content
due to them being uneducated. Criticizing sources seems to
be something that is discussed at university and something
mostly current among the educated population according
to this respondent. The respondent continues with stating
that they do not trust content without a publisher. Respon-
dent 1 and 4 tries to read/find information from opposite
sides before creating an opinion. Respondent 4 also says that
they trust TV more than internet, while Respondent 5 trust
sources based on their reliability in the past. One respondent
mentioned that they do not trust activists since they were
sometimes too negative and do not focus on solutions.
Respondent 6, 7 and 12 trust TV mostly because of its

visual content. They claim it is more easy to trust if you can
see it with your own eyes. Adding to this, Respondent 12
also claim that they would like to go to the place and actually
see it in order to fully believe, video can work as a replace-
ment when not being able to see it live, but is described to
possibly being subjective information. For that respondent,
it is important to create an opinion as unbiased by media as
possible - they describe it as being independent from media.
Besides visual content, other qualities mentioned to in-

crease trust are for example the way a story is told. When it
comes to trusting a person, something that seems to increase
trust is if the person tells the story neutrally/objectively and
do not use terms as ’the truth’. All but Respondent 9 be-
lieve that the relationship to the messenger have no effect;
to 9 the relationship is the factor giving most trust. Trust
also increased for the person and messenger if the message
is repetitive and has been heard from someone else earlier.
Who the messenger is also has an impact on trust. Trust
can increase for example if the channel has existed for a
longer time and/or if its consequently standing for the same
opinion and follow talking with action. One problem with



radio according to Respondent 6 is that the message differs
a lot between different channels, which according to the re-
spondent lowers trust for radio in general. Another factor
for trust is what is being told. Respondent 12 trust ’reliable’
news, which according to the respondent refers to content
that is not excessive or odd - this analysis often involves gut
feeling for the respondent. Many of the respondents also
claim that trust increases if the news are current.

One of the respondent claims to not trust TV and/or radio
’most of the time’, while the others claim it is sometimes
reliable and sometimes not. When it comes to criticising
sources, all but Respondent 10 think it is important to com-
pare different sources/channels with each other to know the
truth, Respondent 10 does not trust anything that has not
been shown on TV and claim to trust everything aired on TV,
but does not feel comfortable of sharing why. Respondent
8, 9, 11 and 12 claims they need to see it visually in order
to believe it, if not possible Respondent 8 uses gut feeling
and past experience, Respondent 9, 11 and 12 claims hear-
ing the same thing from many sources becomes even more
important without video proof.

All except Respondent 7 have heard information originally
published online. None of the others claimed to believe in-
formation given to them from the internet. This is because,
according to the respondents, it is usually fake news on
the internet, that everything posted online is gossip created
and spread by individuals and that the information is biased
(compared to more traditional media).

Respondent 6 believes traditional media is a more trust-
worthy original source if hearing something from some-
one, where TV is the most trustworthy media. Respondent 8
claims that traditional media is more trustworthy as a source
than internet if being told something, but that it still needs
to see it/hear about it itself from for example TV. Respondent
10-12 do not believe it if it is the first time hearing it at all,
they always need to hear it at least one more time. When it
comes to hearing something that lacks a source completely,
Respondent 6 claims that it can believe it if the person is
trustworthy. Respondent 9 believes it if it is a friend or family
member telling it. The other answers as earlier, that they
need to hear it multiple times in order to believe it.

Amessage being repeated by different sources are for most
respondents, from both groups, the best proof of something
being trustworthy. Many of the respondents claim that the
original source does not matter if the words come frommany
different persons - the biggest trust lays in the word of many.

Receiving information from a person
All respondents but Respondent 7 claim that they often
hear things seen/heard in media from others, usually it is
friends and family members, sometimes colleagues but rarely
strangers. Respondent 7 does not believe anything told by

others, and the respondent need "real" sources. Because of
this point of view, Respondent 7 believes that people in their
surrounding has stopped telling the respondent news and
similar because it is no meaning. In order for Respondent 7
to believe something to be true, they need to hear it multiple
times from different sources. For this respondent, TV and
radio have higher trust than friends/family members because
of their position as a professional source. Respondent 6 says
that a lot of the things they hear is about the situation in
Ethiopia, and according to the respondent this is because the
situation in the country is fragile. The same respondent also
claims to take in more of the content if it is something that
they like, such as peaceful news. Respondent 9 tells that they
sometimes feel like people are making fun of non-internet
users, and are telling fake news in order to fool others. There-
fore, information coming from people is never considered the
first time the respondent hears it, while hearing it a second
time might make the respondent believing in it.

State of the messenger, and the view on this
Four of the non-users said that the messenger was usually
emotional or more excited than usual when telling informa-
tion, Respondent 8, 9 and 12 claimed the messengers were
neutral. The four respondents claiming that the messenger
were emotional were all women, while all of the respondents
claiming it was neutral were men. All of the respondents that
felt that the messenger was emotional or excited stated that
they felt with the messenger, but that it did not make them
trust the story more. As mentioned before, a neutral message
was usually prefered. Most respondents do not feel or think
anything about the messenger, and believe the message itself
does not reflect back on the messenger.

5 DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to investigate how, and why,
information travels between internet users and non-internet
users in Addis Ababa using the practice of Word of Mouth
(WOM), and especially to discuss how the lack of techno-
logical resources influences this communication. WOM is
interesting to study to in the perspective of how to deal with
the current problems of communication in Ethiopia, as both
the problem and the possible solution on how to spread news
in a society which lacks technology. Based on this, the dis-
cussion also includes a segment regarding how the lack of
technology is problematic for the equality in the country
as well as how it contributes to spreading fake news, and a
sugggested solution to this. While WOM is the focus on the
present and how to handle the current situation in Ethiopia,
extensive development and investment in the technologi-
cal infrastructure seems to be necessary for a more equal
Ethiopia in the future.



Conditions
As mentioned, politics and social issues were mostly com-
mon when the respondents had to mention information they
had received from others. WOM often emerge from a will-
ingness to either warn or recommend others about an or-
ganisation (Mazzarol et al., 2007). This goes well in line with
the interest to mostly spread information about the political
situation/societal issues in the country since this usually falls
under warn (for a political change or opinion) or recommend
(to market a political idea).

Conditions that promote WOM are personal characteris-
tics such as self-confidence, being socially integrated, having
high levels of involvement in the product or being concerned
for others, opinionated and a little pushy (Dichter, 1966; En-
gel et al., 1969; Lampert and Rosenberg, 1975, Walsh et al.,
2004). A problem with asking people to describe themselves
can be that the person are either too harsh on themselves
or portray themselves better than reality. During the inter-
views it was also found that it is considered rude to talk
about oneself that way in Ethiopia, and therefore the seg-
ment was a little rougher to get through than first believed.
However, most of the internet users described themselves
as sociable and kind/caring. Respondent 5 described oneself
as an introvert, and Respondent 2 as shy (though sociable).
These two were also non-interested/reluctantly interested
in social issues and did not share anything on social media
and often not in real life either, showing that being sociable,
in line with earlier presented theory, might be an important
factor for WOM. In the group that did not use the internet it
was also a big willingness to share information, and many of
them expressed an interest in societal issues and politics, as
well as being sociable. In both groups it was also common
to express that they felt that information should be spread,
and usually it was stated in the context of feeling obliged to
it as a citizen or that it was important to let everyone know.
WOM was more emerging among people that are concerned
for others and have high levels of involvement in a product
(ibid.), which is seen in the feeling of being obligated to share
information. It therefore seems that there is a connection be-
tween personal characteristics and the willingness to share
information with others using WOM, but even stronger is
the feeling of collectivistic action and a connection to the
country, which was also common for increasing WOM. The
conditions for WOM in marketing therefore also seems to
have an effect on other kind of information. Such information
could be useful for activists and other informative sources
such as journalists when publishing. Especially in a country
such as Ethiopia where media technology is less current, it
is important to consider WOM and conditions when pub-
lishing information in order to reach a bigger crowd, and by

creating WOM making sure that information also reaches
the population without access to internet.

Triggers
In similarity as earlier presented studies, one important trig-
ger for WOM was a similar subject being mentioned in a
discussion. Mazzarol et al. (2007) state that a trigger forWOM
was a leading question from a family member or a friend,
making themessenger feel obligated to share to help the audi-
ence. One respondent in the non-internet using group stated
that they usually asked for example friends (or customers)
about news. It is not totally comparable to WOM marketing
since this is usually connected to a certain brand, and asking
for example ’what is new’ is much more general. One of the
internet users talked about how activists sometimes were
too negative and not focused on solutions. This provoked the
respondent since it made it feel hopeless about the situation,
and created a negative feeling towards the activist. Again,
the problem with the triggers are that they are usually used
for a certain brand, not a wide topic. It is however possi-
ble that it could be connected to certain main figures, such
as an activist or the prime minister for example. To heavy
promotion for a person, or an idea, might therefore create
negative WOM not only about brands but also about main
figures or ideologies (ibid.). Currently, there is as mentioned
a lot of hope for the new prime minister, which is of course
is heavily promoted by both party members and followers.
This can lead to negative feelings and WOM about the new
prime minister, hence the negative activists. As mentioned
by the respondent, who is provoked by activists not seeking
solutions, this is goes both ways. It might be the case that
WOM surrounding political opinions and societal issues is
more vulnerable to personal characteristics and/or values
than WOM for product and service marketing, which accord-
ing to earlier studies created negative WOM if promoted too
heavily.
Among internet users sharing things to other internet

users it was also common that the willingness to share in-
creased when seeing something passing by in a feed on for
example Facebook. This can be seen as a discussion going on
online, which then triggers a memory of a former discussion
with for example a friend leading to the person sharing. To
move WOM from an offline crowd to online, it seems like a
trigger point can be association to a subject rather than just
brought up in the discussion itself.

Closeness
When it comes to closeness, all respondents besides Respon-
dent 9 who asked customers about information, claimed that
they only shared information with people close to them, both
emotionally and geographically. When the internet users re-
flected upon whether the information they spread might



shed light on them, three said that that it does or might do,
in line with Jenkins et al. (2013) statement about the many de-
cisions made before sharing. This was also shown in the way
they shared information, if sharing. Usually it was through
personal chats rather than feeds. Though the argument for
this was usually that it might ’only interest that specific
person’ it could also be considered that the risk of sharing
information in a closed chat is perceived as lower than shar-
ing something publicly. Respondent 2, who does not share
at all, said it was too easy for others to find things they had
written on search engines, and therefore did not share. Given
the historical problems with censorships and problems with
freedom of speech, and the most common topic to discuss
based on the interviews is politics, it could definitely be seen
as hazardous topic which according to Jenkins et al. (2013)
requires stronger social ties than other information in order
to be spread. Geographic closeness was considered more im-
portant than demographic closeness (Leskovec et al., 2007)
which is also seen during interviews with the internet users.
The communication with foreign family members is mostly
on WhatsApp, not on Facebook, and they claimed not to
discuss politics or any problems in the country with the di-
aspora. The fact that one respondent said ’they do not know
how it is here, they do not live here’, even though the person
referred to was Ethiopian, says a lot about the importance
of geographic closeness.

In regards of risk, the internet users stated that they knew
what their friends needed to hear, revealing both a strong
social tie as well as the decisions a person makes before
sharing something online. It portrays a series of thoughts
where the respondents had to first reflect on what it had
seen/heard and then who would benefit from it before send-
ing it. One of the respondent said upon sharing a story with
a friend in Facebook messenger chat that they had discussed
it before, and by sharing this, the friend would understand
the respondent better. The image, and/or the perception of
the respondents opinion therefore seemed to be very im-
portant and required a longer thought process than simply
sharing without thinking, as stated by Jenkins et al. (2013).
One of the respondents also said that it considered whether
it was good for the feed (general information) or should be
shared in a chat (more privately aimed). One of the reasons
to share in the chat was also that it pushed the receiver to
respond to the content, showing that the sociable aspect of
sharing information is a very important factor. The group
that does not use internet all said that they did not perceived
the messenger based on the information they shared, and
did not believe it said anything about them either when shar-
ing themselves. This contradicts the theory of the receiver
focusing more on what the messenger is trying to say rather
than the message itself (ibid.). This might also show that
self awareness is increased online, where the sender cannot

see the reaction, and sometimes cannot even read it (if for
example scrolled by in a feed without leaving a response).
Relating back to sharing in a private chat, the chat might
therefore work as both a precaution of knowing the person
and therefore knowing how it might react to the information,
but also a possibility to get a response and thereby being
able to correct if something is misunderstood. Considering
that a lot of the information being spread is political, the
perceived risk is probably considered higher, especially with
the history of imprisonment of people that wrote critically
about the government in the past.

WOM and spreading information
All respondents claimed that they spread content to oth-
ers, often with the argument that ’information needs to be
spread/everyone should hear this’. Sometimes the respon-
dents even claimed that they spread information that they
were not sure was true simply to have a conversation. Many
of the respondents also reflected on that one ’had to be inter-
ested in politics and societal questions’ based on the situation
in the country, something that was also reflected in the ex-
amples the respondent used when talking about things they
seen or heard, which was usually about something regarding
the political situation in the country and/or other societal
issues such as poverty, a big plane crash et cetera. Or as one
of the respondent stated it - ’you cannot not be interested
about politics in this country right now’.
In the interviews, most respondent said that they ’enjoy

discussions’ and that they ’bring up subjects to see other
sides’ as well as ’just spreading to be social’. Many described
how they discussed either in real life or through social media
with both friends and colleagues during for example lunch
breaks. It seems like the culture in Ethiopia encourage a
sociable climate, where people share information by talking,
perhaps fueled by information being harder to receive than
in countries where technology is more spread.
WOM to some extent rest upon relationships (closeness)

and emotions (conditions). Many of the respondents, espe-
cially the females in the group that did not use internet, said
that the message was often told with emotions and/or excite-
ment, something that made them feel similarly. Studies show
that WOM is often triggered by very positive or very nega-
tive experiences, something that might naturally affects the
way themessenger tell the information (Mazzarol et al., 2007).
The respondents did however also state that the emotional
state of the messenger did not affect how the information
was perceived, and some also mentioned that they would
rather have news/information told to them in a neutral way
- and especially important if the news were bad according to
one respondent. This can show that non-internet users in
Ethiopia are more aware of the effect that heighten emotions
might have when it comes to sell an argument or information



(one respondent even mentioned that they often felt fooled
when told information from internet users and felt made fun
of) and therefore trust and prefer a neutral message more.

Segregation of technology
Based on the interviews made for this study, it is obvious
that access to internet is a class-related privilegie. From the
group of internet users, all but one studies at the University
in Addis Ababa, compared to the group of non-internet users
where no one studied at university and many of the respon-
dent had not finished high school. The class differences were
also obvious when asking about the occupation of parents.
In the group of non-internet users the most common occupa-
tion was in agriculture, and in the other group most parents
seemed to work for the government and had a college de-
grees themselves. One reason for this might be that the cost
of internet access is very high, another reason might be that
a big part of the non-internet using group comes from out-
side of the city where internet access is less current than in
Addis Ababa. In rural areas of Ethiopia, internet connection
is very bad, making it more unusual to use for this group.

Many of the respondents in the non-internet group claimed
that they would like to use internet if it was possible, but due
to old phones and the lack of money to buy a newer one have
to last without internet. According to (Norris, 2000) segrega-
tion of technology increases inequality in a country, and first
when the gap is closing, inequality can decrease. This can
for example be seen in the issue of Wifi being provided to
university students, who already are in a privileged position
since they can afford an education. In order to deal with this
problem it seems like Ethiopia needs to extend its internet
access to more rural area as well as lowering the costs of
internet access to enable more people from the working class
to use the internet. Today, internet in Ethiopia is provided by
the government trough Ethio Telecom. With more private
actors in the market, the costs would most likely decrease.
Considering the poor situation in Ethiopia, it is most likely
that such development would need the support from foreign
investors or foreign aid. This situation can be a complicated
position to be in, since the product or service then would be
owned or controlled by the foreign investor, the same can
also have power to make decisions regarding how its used
and force the usage of their own expensive hard and soft-
ware. China is for example a big investor in Ethiopia (Kiruga,
2019), but given its censored media it would probably not be
a sufficient contributor to the free media landscape that is
the hope for the Ethiopian future. Another example could be
that a private company investing in developing the techno-
logical infrastructure may also lead to the company forcing
the Ethiopian government to completely rely on their hard-
ware for communication, putting Ethiopia in a complicated
relationship in regards of power.

Fake news and trust
Both group seems to be as aware of problems with fake
news. One of the respondent in the internet using group
mention that people from the rural areas and/or uneducated
people might have a harder time to criticize information than
others, another call the non-internet user group for exposed
or fragile. It seems like that the internet using group feel
very responsible for spreading the right thing to others (and
especially non-internet users) as well as it is their task to
pass it forward to this group; that their access to internet
has put them in a position where they need to educate and
help those who do not. This is interesting, since on the other
side the non-internet users do not seem to trust anything
that comes from the internet. This can be becauce they are
’not used to it’ which was the answer regarding magazines.
For example, many stated that they prefer TV since they can
see the content visually. This is also possible online with a
phone, but it is uncertain whether they do not know about
it or just did not consider it at the time.
Trust among non-internet users was instead based on

being able to see it visually and/or hearing from multiple
sources. The kind of source, or secondary source, did not
seem to matter much if multiple sources said a similar thing.
This means that if a news story which is fake, but spread by
enough people, might be trusted since it comes from many
directions. Considering the sometimes scarce technical re-
sources in Ethiopia, it might be hard to find a broad and
objective coverage of information since the sources to com-
pare with might be few. The relationship between the sender
and receiver did not seem to matter much for most respon-
dents, most of them claimed not to trust close friends either if
they were the only one telling the information, contradictory
to theory about reference groups being more able to change
attitudes and opinions (Schiffmann et al., 2016). It is however
problematic that, as Respondent 1 mentions, it is likely that
a group of friends receive similar information since many
group of friends, as mentioned in relation to reference group,
share a joint culture inside that group. The culture can, but
does not necessary have to, include preference of news chan-
nels, political opinions et cetera. If many in the same group
follows the same news channels/social media feed, it is likely
that they will accept accidently fake news on the basis that
other members in the group has heard it too, creating the
social echo chambers mentioned by Frey and Stroud (1986;
2008). In the same way as it is risky to not have a broad vari-
ety of technological sources, it is also problematic to share a
filter bubble with friends. Since the respondents claimed they
only shared information with friends and family members,
and not strangers, this might endanger rapid spreading of
fake news in the country.



Three significant correlations to believing in disinforma-
tion was mentioned by Humprecht (2018); people with less
education, people who spend less time consuming media and
younger people, all of which are true for Ethiopia. Humprecht
also mentions that it is even more uncommon to be less crit-
ical regarding online information if their most important
source was social media. For the internet using group social
media was an important source of information, rather than
the websites for media outlets, making it even more possible
for the spreading of fake news in this group.

6 CONCLUSION
The foundation of news spreading in Addis Ababa seems to
be a collectivist action where information is spread quickly
through social ties, between friends, family members or col-
leagues. It is important to spread information further among
the respondents, especially important is it for the internet
users to share information with non-internet users since
they believe they are responsible to share information to this
group.
Both groups have low trust to content spread online and

claim that most content online is based on the opinion of
individuals and that it is most likely fake news and rumors.
The group of internet users see non-internet users as fragile
and exposed and are extra careful to only spread relevant
and, what they consider, true information to the group. From
internet users content spread to the non-internet using group
is more to tell them, rather than to discuss it, which is most
common when sharing to other people online.
Politics is a common interest in the group, and also com-

mon content to share. Many of the internet users share con-
tent in private chats rather than in the more public feed,
most likely cautious of the risk considering the earlier strict
laws on censorship. Even though the information was seen
as necessary to spread, it was not shared with everyone. The
willingness to share seems to be built partly on association
to a subject, as well as the relationship/knowledge of the
receiver and collectivistic acton.
The characteristics for WOM in marketing of a product,

service or brand was also pretty accurate forWOM regarding
politics and other information. Just as with brands, a com-
mon trigger was the subject being brought up in a discussion,
both offline and online. It was also more common among
the internet users to share if they considered themselves to
be social and outgoing, which were stated as conditions for
WOM. Since the most common topic to discuss was politics it
was also common that the respondents felt very positively or
negatively about the subject, and that a lot of the information
spread could be considered to be a warning or recommenda-
tion.

Trust was based mostly on the word of many. The under-
lying source was often irrelevant for trust if the message was

repetead frommany persons. This could be the reason for the
creation and spreading of fake news, since it is common that
friendship groups consume the same content and therefore
it is possible that fake news is spread by many inside these
groups, both online and offline. Since three significant corre-
lations with fake news were found to be a young population,
an uneducated population and less possibilities to consume
media it is considered important that there will be continu-
ous work to help Ethiopia to extend its media technologies
and freedom of press, as well as supporting the country in
getting a more educated population.
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