Decoding service brand image through user-generated images 

Abstract 

Purpose — Despite the growing number of studies surrounding user-generated content (UGC), understanding of the implications, potential and pertinence of user-generated images (UGI), the visual form of UGC, on brand image in services is limited. The purpose of this paper is to introduce the concept and a comprehensive framework of image word of mouth (IWOM), which identifies UGI as visual articulations of service experiences that result in consumer judgment of service brand image. The framework takes a consumer-focussed approach and covers key branding issues relevant to services marketers such as identifying and linking valued services dimensions, made evident through IWOM, to ideas and thoughts inferred by consumers (viewers) of the brand image, and consequent consumer intentions.
Design/methodology/approach — The paper reviews and synthesises current services, marketing and branding literature surrounding eWOM and UGC, where it highlights the need to consider interpretations of UGI as persuasive forms of visual word of mouth or IWOM, as well as critical stimuli of brand image. 
Findings — The paper illuminates the importance of adopting a visual perspective that applies constructs developed in cognitive psychology, to decode how viewers (consumers) interact and form associations of brand image via IWOM. 

Originality/value — The paper examines, integrates and adds to extant literature surrounding word of mouth, UGC, visual images and brand image within services.  
Paper type: Conceptual paper
Introduction  
Millions of user-generated images (UGI) are shared online every minute, and the numbers are set to rise given the ubiquity of camera-equipped mobile devices and rising global adoption of visual platforms (Deloitte, 2016). UGI are described as non-verbal consumer-driven information, found to act as substitutes for words in online interactions, and are reported as major forces that influence consumer purchasing behaviour (Blazevic et al., 2013; DeGruttola, 2019; Fox et al., 2018). Emergent studies have begun to connect UGI to brands (Lim, 2016; Rokka and Canniford, 2016) and uncover the motivations behind a variety of UGI, such as selfies (Fox et al., 2018), brand selfies (Sung et al., 2018) and visual UGC (Wang et al., 2017) — where the concepts of self-projection and self-branding are identified as key drivers for UGI. Notably, the creation and curation of UGI enable consumers to capture and share unique intangible offline experiences as “social proof” (Amblee and Bui, 2011, p.91), providing services brands an opportunity to gain online visibility and leverage the credibility of online peer-to-peer platforms; to connect with consumers who are turning away from conventional forms of media (Mangold and Faulds, 2009; Sung et al., 2018).
For services, UGI offer rich displays of contextual information that present crucial cues for both services consumers seeking product information, and services marketers who have long struggled to unlock “secrets of highly subjective, intangible, and ultimately personal branded experiences” (Bapat, 2017; Mittal, 2002; Ostrom et al., 2010, p.22), able to inform and shape brand image strategies. Moreover, as snapshots that capture the interactions of consumers with the physical service environment, UGI empower dimensions of servicescapes by allowing physical elements (Bitner, 1992) mobility to travel through cyberspace to online consumer forums that influence consumer attitudes and behaviours (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Mangold et al., 1999). 
Despite the popularity, links to brands and rich insights provided through UGI, current marketing research is focused on online rating scales and text reviews (e.g. Kim and Lee, 2017; Lee and Yang, 2015; Marchand et al., 2017). Research that takes a consumer-focussed approach in examining consumer interactions with visual images, specifically UGI, and the meanings UGI articulate about brands, in particular brand image, also appear sparse (Carnevale et al., 2017; Holsanova, 2012).
Given that the meanings of brands are increasingly derived from consumer-produced content (Ostrom et al., 2010; Rossolatos, 2017), the objectives of this paper are: 1) To introduce the concept of image word of mouth (IWOM) and define the potential of UGI as conveyors of critical messages and brand image stimuli that influence consumer perception and action. IWOM advances current understanding of WOM in services from a verbal/textual view, to one that adopts a visual communications perspective. 2) To propose an integrated, consumer-focussed IWOM framework, through the lens of visual rhetoric, that connects consumer-produced online content to consumer brand image and behaviour structures. 
The paper argues that a consumer-focussed framework will enable services marketers to isolate hidden benefits of services brands, as well as identify the interplay between tangible and intangible aspects of services that are found in key content variables in IWOM that can impact the perception of brand image. In addition, insights gained from decoding IWOM through a consumer-focussed perspective would help services marketers tackle challenges of developing effective brand strategies, and content that resonate with progressively “demanding, more time driven, more information intensive and highly individualistic” consumers (Akehurst, 2009, p.53; Hamilton, 2016; Holbrook, 1978). This paper addresses the call from academic and business experts for services research that harnesses insights from online networks to uncover dimensions of strong brand experience, and to examine the effectiveness of consumer-created content (Baron et al., 2014; Ostrom et al., 2010). 
The paper begins with a review of relevant literature in brand image, visual cues, WOM and UGC. The theory of visual rhetoric is then used to explain how UGI act as WOM messages that convey brand attributes, able to influence consumer perceptions and behaviour intentions. Based on the literature review, an integrated IWOM framework is introduced, and implications are then discussed. The paper concludes with suggestions for future research. 
Theoretical background  
Components of brand image 
Brand image has been a key topic for marketers and scholars since the 1950s, and continues to be a subject of interest as managers struggle to keep pace with changing market dynamics (Dichter, 1985; Gardner and Levy, 1955; Keller, 2003). Brand image influences consumer intentions (Wang et al., 2018), guides consumers in their purchasing decisions (Dobni and Zinkhan, 1990; Lutz, 1975), and is a precursor to consumer-based brand equity (Keller, 1993; Lee et al., 2011). For services brands, brand image defines the service for consumers, creates a distinctive point of differentiation and acts as an assurance of quality (Hsieh and Li, 2008; Onkvisit and Shaw, 1989; Padgett and Allen, 1997). Onkvisit and Shaw (1989) argue that developing a desirable brand image is perhaps more crucial to services than physical products, given the intangible nature of services. 

Broadly, brand image is defined as a set of mental associations, and feelings a consumer holds of a brand (Chan et al., 2018; Dobni and Zinkhan, 1990). Keller (1993) explains that consumer associations linked to brand image include attributes, benefits and attitudes. Attributes are descriptive features the product or service is identified to possess, and can be product (i.e. physical composition of the product and service features) or non-product related (i.e. product appearance, user imagery and usage imagery); benefits are the value that consumers attach to attributes of a product or service (i.e. functional, experiential and symbolic benefits); and attitudes are the overall evaluations of brands that drive consumer behaviour (Keller, 1993, 2003). In the case of services, Padgett and Allen (1997, p.51) propose a similar conceptualisation of service brand image, where they define service brand image as a “consumer’s mental picture of the brand created in response to brand-related stimuli”. The authors stress the importance of understanding the interplay between service attributes, and both the “functional consequences and symbolic meanings” consumers associate with services (p.50). 
According to Keller (2003, p.597), associations made by consumers about brands can be acquired through a myriad of sources, such as “people, places, things or other brands”. In the case of services, visual representations through servicescapes and marketing communications, as well as WOM have been identified as key antecedents, and critical cues of service brand image (Grace and O’Cass, 2005; Lin, 2016; Zeithaml et al., 1985). Cue utilisation theory provides an explanation for consumers’ reliance on evaluative cues, such as marketing communications and WOM, in decision making (Brady et al., 2005; Helm and Mark, 2007). As curated displays of perceived authentic experiences, IWOM, therefore, become powerful “product samples” or cues that articulate attributes and benefits of services brands (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982, p.134; Scott and Vargas, 2007). Despite presenting significant insights, branding literature in services has yet to examine the value and implications of messages relayed through IWOM.
Visual cues in services
Research has demonstrated that visual cues are instrumental in influencing consumer brand perceptions and subsequent behaviours (Rossiter and Percy, 1980; Underwood and Klein, 2002). These findings suggest a link between visual images and the theory of attitude formation, where attitude towards brands result from beliefs formed from brand information or visual cues (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). For example, Underwood and Klein (2015) demonstrate that consumers favoured product packaging with visual representations. The authors conclude that packaging with visuals enhanced consumer beliefs on product and brand attributes, as well as consumer attitudes. In the same vein, Mitchell and Olson (1981) found that advertisements with visual images were more effective in communicating product attributes than compared to text, and that images largely resulted in positive attitude towards brands. Given that the marketing of services is complex, due to its unique characteristics of intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability and perishability, services marketers have invested in visual strategies to attract and communicate intangible service benefits and brand image to consumers (Zeithaml et al., 1985). Specifically, by tangibilising intangible aspects of services in marketing communications efforts, and designing service environments that reflect a desired brand image (Zeithaml et al., 1985).  
Servicescape refers to the environment or setting where the service is experienced (Bitner, 1992; Hall, 2008). Dimensions of servicescapes act as surrogate cues and material stimuli that influence consumer judgments, behaviour and decision making (Orth et al., 2012; Oswald, 2014). For example, Lin (2016) found significant relationships between positive appreciation for servicescape aesthetic and, satisfaction, perceived experience quality as well as the willingness of consumers to pay a higher price for the service. Consistent with Lin's (2016) findings, Kumar et al. (2017) found positive linkages between visual servicescape aesthetic, consumer preferences and emotions. In the same vein, Onkvisit and Shaw (1989) highlight how interiors, exteriors, uniforms and the selection of flight crew are part of American Airline’s brand image strategy. Traditionally, research surrounding servicescape takes a functional perspective of the environment, accounting only for physical dimensions proposed by Bitner (1992) such as: ambient conditions (e.g. lighting); spatial layout (e.g. layout and furnishings); symbols and artefacts (e.g. signage and style of décor). However, a growing number of scholars call for an expanded view of servicescape (Rosenbaum and Massiah, 2011; Tombs and McColl-Kennedy, 2003), linking social, natural and cultural elements present in different service environments to consumer behaviour (Arnould and Price, 1993; Line et al., 2018). 
Visual images in marketing communications are also used by managers to illustrate the unique characteristics of services, where they serve to communicate attributes, concepts, values and ideas that influence perceptions of brand image (Keller, 2003; Rossiter and Percy, 1980). For services, the observability of visual images become vivid cues that stand in for experience (Kim and Mattila, 2011; Rossiter and Percy, 1980), and play an important role in providing tangibility to intangible services (Vilnai-Yavetz and Tifferet, 2009). For example, in a study of university websites, those with images were viewed as attractive, pleasant, and the university was perceived to offer quality service (Vilnai-Yavetz and Tifferet, 2009). In a recent study of print advertisements, Décaudin and Lacoste (2018) showcased the effectiveness of physical representations, and the inclusion of customers in services advertisement. 
IWOM, therefore, become added forms of visual propositions or brand stimuli for services brands, capturing and conveying valued attributes found in the dimensions of servicescapes that are perceived to help consumers communicate an image of the ideal self (Sung et al., 2018). According to Belk (2013) consumers use physical goods, places and people in their artfully curated images to represent themselves to others. Thus, images shared are used to convey attributes that are perceived to relay the concept of “the good life”, able to advance the sharer’s social standing (Marwick, 2015; Wang et al., 2017, p.686). Moreover, IWOM blurs the line between offline and online, providing tangible elements of the servicescape another venue to cue “physiological responses, emotions, and behaviours” that drive consumption (Hackley, 2013, p.92). Further, as curated images, IWOM become “referential objects” and multifarious displays that package intangible, heterogeneous, inseparable and perishable offline service experiences into authentic symbols that convey symbolic benefits, and brand image beliefs (Batra and Homer, 2004; Noth, 1988, p.173). Padgett and Allen (1997, p.57) posit that the “characters, plot, setting and time” found in visual images, demonstrate rather than explain the functional elements of the service, adding to the viewer’s (consumer’s) concept of brand image. Thus, the tangibility and observability of consumption experiences conveyed through IWOM is assumed to demonstrate how “brands might fit in with consumer lifestyles” (Iqani and Schroeder, 2016, p.409).
Although the importance and merits of visual images have been established, studies take a managerial approach by focusing on firm-produced images (e.g. An, 2014; Décaudin and Lacoste, 2018), overlooking the potential of the digital landscape (Stafford et al., 2011), and the shifting role of consumers from passive audience to connected on-the-go image makers, skilled in composing persuasive images (Akehurst, 2009; Litvin et al., 2018).   

Evolution of word of mouth 
Word of mouth (WOM) theory highlights the importance of everyday interactions and its impact on consumer purchasing decisions (Arndt, 1967; Baker et al., 2016; Kozinets et al., 2010). For example, Gombeski et al. (1988) concluded that peers had the most influence over the decision making of new hospital patients. Deemed free from market influence, WOM is viewed as a relatively trustworthy source of information that outweighs commercial sources of media (Buttle, 1998; Mangold, 1987; Trusov et al., 2009). Consumer reliance on WOM is viewed as a risk-reducing strategy, where subjective information such as experience, and the opinion of others become significant social forces that influence the consumer decision-making process (Kozinets et al., 2010; Murray, 1991). 
The search for subjective information as a risk-reducing strategy is particularly prevalent for services, where the often intangible and ephemeral nature of services result in perceptions of high risk (Mangold, 1987; Murray, 1991). In their empirical study, Zeithaml et al. (1985, p.39) found that firms made “specific effort” to encourage WOM. In addition, studies in WOM have established the link between brand image and personal consumer conversations, where recommendations from friends and family members become important brand-related information that have implications on brand image perceptions and consumer behaviour (Arndt 1967; Buttle 1998; Onkvisit and Shaw, 1989). Thus, WOM illuminates the critical role consumers play as persuasive orators who “shape what people know, feel and do” (Buttle, 1998, p.241).

In today’s networked society, connected mobile digital devices and Web 2.0 platforms power the rapid global exchange of the electronic form of WOM, eWOM; transforming one-to-one (face-to-face) interpersonal communication into a many-to-many network model (Daugherty and Hoffman, 2014; Kozinets et al., 2010). Akin to traditional WOM, eWOM is found to shape brand image evaluations, consumer attitudes and behaviour, such as purchasing decisions (Christodoulides et al., 2012). For example, Pavlou and Dimoka (2006) found that past experiences articulated in text reviews influenced the reader’s (consumer’s) perception of the seller. The study demonstrates the ability of consumers to infer valued attributes of the seller from reviews, resulting in the willingness to pay premium prices. 
Notably, visibility of the social Web strips the elusiveness of traditional WOM, where eWOM manifests itself as user-generated content (UGC) on platforms such as blogs, social media platforms and review sites, providing managers a window into consumer-to-consumer conversations and perceptions (Godes and Mayzlin, 2004; Ramirez et al., 2018), where UGC is found to often include brand-related information (Smith et al., 2012) that can be used to inform firm strategy (Netzer et al., 2012). UGC become artefacts that showcase the ability of consumers in employing a variety of strategies to compose and share persuasive content that shape the perceptions and behaviours of their audience (prospective consumers) (Berger, 2014; Kozinets et al., 2010; Ludwig et al., 2013). According to rhetorical theory people have the agency to use language to “effect a change in knowledge, the understanding, the ideas, the attitudes, or the behaviour” of others (Bryant, 1972, p.25). The following section provides an overview of UGC research, to establish the position of UGI in extant branding and marketing literature. 
A synthesis of UGC literature 
Leading international journals in the domain of marketing and services were surveyed: Journal of Consumer Research, Journal of Marketing, Journal of Marketing Research, Marketing Science, Journal of Services Marketing, the Journal of Service Research and Journal of Service Management (Furrer and Sollberger, 2007; Tellis et al., 1999). Further, given the focus of the current work, the two top branding journals ranked in the Social Science Citation Index were included in the survey: Journal of Brand Management and Journal of Product Brand Management. Web of Science and ABI/Informs databases were used to perform the survey (Fetscherin and Heinrich, 2015; Stafford et al., 2011). Articles published between 2009 and 2019, using the keywords “user-generated content”, “UGC”, “eWOM”, “electronic word of mouth” and “user-generated images”, were retrieved. The search yielded 411 articles from the identified journals. The title and abstract of the articles were reviewed, and articles that mentioned or used UGC as a form of data were evaluated. 

Undeniably, the prominence of UGC has led to a torrent of studies in the past decade, where UGC has been linked to firm performance (Dhar and Chang, 2009); consumer attitudes (Pan and Chiou, 2011); brands (Kim and Lee, 2017); and behavioural intentions (Ballantine and Yeung, 2015; Goldenberg et al., 2012). Table 1 demonstrates how the literature is replete with UGC studies that focus on textual content and rating scales. Given the limited insights of rating scales, scholars have begun to explore the impact of figurative language and sentiment 

	Table 1: Summary of user-generated content (UGC) studies 
	

	Authors 
	UGC type
	Product category/categories 
	Purpose

	Abney et al. (2017)
	Text 
	Pizza delivery service
	Explore the impact of a variety of adaptive service recovery strategies through social media.

	Azer and Alexander (2018)
	Text and ratings
	Hotels, restaurants and activities found in travel destinations
	Examine how consumers engage in negatively valenced influencing online behaviour and the triggers behind them.

	Ho-Dac et al. (2013)
	Text and ratings
	Blu-ray players, DVD players
	Compare the implications of reviews and ratings on weak and strong brands.

	Keeling et al. (2013)
	Text
	 Healthcare
	Explore how patients negotiate knowledge in online forums, and how they understand and manage their disease.

	Kronrod and Danziger (2013)
	Text and ratings 
	Hotels, CDs, books, guides, DVDs, key holder, cordless mouse, vacuum cleaner, blood pressure monitor, medicine and laundry detergent  
	Examine the use and implications of figurative language in UGC on consumer attitude and behaviour towards hedonic and utilitarian products.

	Lee and Bradlow (2010)
	Text
	Cameras
	Propose a text mining algorithm to harness product attributes and brand position from reviews. 

	Liu et al. (2018)
	Ratings, text and check-ins 
	Restaurants 
	Examine the impact of a firm’s geographic agglomeration on the volume of eWOM received.

	Ludwig et al. (2013)
	Text
	Books
	Examine the impact of semantic content and style properties on retailer success.

	Melumad et al. (2019)
	Text
	Restaurants 
	Examine and compare the nature of consumer reviews composed on smartphones and personal computers. 

	Moore (2015)
	Text
	Books 
	Examine the effects of different types of explanations found in reviews on product choice. 

	Nam and Kannan (2014)
	Text
	Firms that serve in consumer goods industries
	Examine social tags as proxies of brand strength, and predictors of stock performance.

	Netzer et al. (2012)
	Text
	Sedan cars and diabetes drugs
	Propose an approach for firms to gain market intelligence by text mining UGC.

	Authors 
	UGC type
	Product category/categories 
	Purpose

	Ordenes et al. (2017)
	Text 
	Books and hotels
	Investigate the implications of implicit and explicit sentiment expressions in online reviews on consumer behaviour.

	Raassens and Haans (2017)
	Text
	Automotive and telecommunication 
	Examines the relationship between net promoter score and eWOM behaviour.  

	Ramanathan and Ramanathan (2013)
	Ratings
	Hotels
	Examine the impact of resource capabilities and customer loyalty.

	Rosenmayer et al. (2018)
	Text
	Department stores 
	Introduce updated typologies of service failures and recoveries in the omni-channel context. 

	Schweidel and Moe (2014)
	Text
	Enterprise software 
	Provide a more accurate measure for brand sentiment from social media posts 

	Tang et al. (2014)
	Text and ratings
	Automobiles, movies and tablets
	Examine the impact of neutral reviews and ratings on sales performance.

	Tirunillai and Tellis (2012)
	Text
	Personal computers, cellular phones, smartphones, footwear, toys and data storage
	Examine the relationship between UGC and stock performance.

	Tirunillai and Tellis (2014)
	Text
	Personal computers, cellular phones, smartphones, footwear, toys and data storage
	Propose an integrated framework to extract latent dimensions from UGC.  

	Tuzovic (2010)
	Text
	Airline frequent-flier programme
	Examine online dysfunctional consumer behaviour, specifically in producing negative UGC on online forums, and subsequent consumer behaviours. 

	Ullrich and Brunner (2015)
	Text
	Digital cameras
	Investigate the impact of different types of response (to a negative consumer review) on product purchase intention. 

	Willis and Wang (2016)
	Text
	Weight watchers brand community
	Explores the role of consumer engagement in the construction of brand meaning, and how brand meaning is transferred through computer-mediated content.


found in text reviews on brands and consumer behaviour (Kronrod and Danziger, 2013; Ordenes et al., 2017). However, Table 1 illuminates the dearth of studies that examine the value of UGI as a form of WOM despite consumer preference for visual presentations over text (Townsend and Kahn, 2013), reliance on visuals to make brand choices (Bloch et al., 2003), and ability to read images to infer brand attributes (Scott and Vargas, 2007). Scholars argue that experience is a “panorama of signs and codes”, and that language from both verbal and non-verbal perspectives must be considered in branding studies (Carnevale et al., 2017; Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982; Mick, 1986, p.205).  

Markedly, recent studies highlight the rise of the digital visual culture, where visual images are replacing words in online exchanges, fuelling the need to examine IWOM. For example, Fox et al. (2018) found that millennials use visual platforms to communicate with peers. The authors revealed how content uploaded on Snapchat resembled everyday personal conversations. In the same vein, Blazevic et al. (2013) described how non-verbal expressions of consumption-related behaviours, such as posing with a favourite brand, are commonplace on social networking sites, and are amplified forms of customer-driven information and endorsements that influence consumer perception and action. Scholars make evident the importance of endorsers in transferring lifestyle concepts and brand image associations (Batra and Homer, 2004; Krisjanous et al., 2014), illuminating the opportunity afforded by IWOM — a vivid articulation of service experiences endorsed by heterogeneous consumers, who are viewed to be free from market influence. 

Towards a framework of IWOM
Theoretical underpinning
 The IWOM concept is underpinned by the theory of visual rhetoric, where visual images are viewed as communicative artefacts — symbols used to perform communication, and are similar to discursive text (Blair 1990; Phillips and McQuarrie, 2004). The theory has roots in traditional rhetorical theory (Aristotle, 2004; Burke, 1969), where traditional rhetorical theory attends to strategies of verbal persuasion and interpersonal communication, such as WOM, that have a formative effect on the attitude of the information receiver (Burke, 1969; Buttle, 1998; Scott, 1994). Given the advances in mass media, the theory of rhetoric has expanded to include visual content, resulting in the emergence of visual rhetoric. Scholars argue that akin to discursive text, visual images can act as enthymemes and are instruments of demonstration and arguments, where the audience partakes in its own persuasion (Blair, 2004). According to Kjeldsen (2018, p.89) audiences are “cognitively involved in interpreting the meaning of pictures and actively reconstruct the arguments”.  
As a theoretical perspective, visual rhetoric is a critical-analytical tool used to analyse visual data — that casts light on the communicative dimensions of images, and is characterised by one or more of the aspects of visual images: its nature, function and evaluation (Foss, 2005; Goransson and Fagerholm, 2018). Nature involves identifying presented elements or physical features, and suggested elements, such as ideas or thoughts likely inferred by the viewer of the image; function is the action the image communicates to the viewer; and evaluation is assessing if the image accomplishes the functions it suggests (Foss, 2005). As rhetorical devices, visual images comprise denoted and connoted messages (Barthes, 1977). The denoted message refers to the manifest content captured, or analogical representations of reality. The connoted message carries latent content, where the coding and decoding of images are bound by cultural ideological conventions and vocabularies within a society (Barthes, 1977; Riffe et al., 2005) — mirroring the concept of brand image, where scholars posit that brand image is consumer constructed, and dependent on the “customer’s disposition and the attitudinal screen through which he observes” (Dichter, 1985, p.75; Keller, 1993).
 Foss (2005, p.144) highlights that not all visual objects are rhetoric; to qualify as visual rhetoric, “the image must be symbolic, involves human intervention, and be presented to an audience for the purpose of communicating”. Following Scott's (1994) seminal article that illuminates the connotative and rhetorical value of advertising images, and its potential implications on consumer behaviour, visual rhetoric has been used as a guiding lens in marketing and advertising to understand how commercial images articulate symbolic meaning, and are interpreted (e.g., Mohanty and Ratneshwar, 2015; Peterson, 2019; Scott and Vargas, 2007). However, little attention has been given to consumer produced images, the impact it has on the viewer’s (consumer’s) brand image perceptions and behaviour, despite the changing role of consumers from mere receivers of information to expert image makers, and visual content producers that utilise brands, products and environments as props in stylised digital records of everyday lives (Hackley et al., 2018; Lim, 2016). Moreover, recent studies have called for more research that examine the implications of visual images on brand and organisation communications strategy (Carnevale et al., 2017; Goransson and Fagerholm, 2018). Visual rhetoric, therefore, provides a suitable theoretical perspective to explore IWOM as carriers of brand messages that impact consumer brand image and behaviour. 
As a theoretical perspective, there is no “one received view” of how visual rhetoric should be studied (Bateman, 2014, p.120; Foss, 2005). However, scholars stress the lack of, and need for establishing testable constructs to explore the potential of visual images as rhetorical devices (Larsen et al., 2004; Phillips and McQuarrie, 2004). Specifically, the need to link elements of the visual to “conceptual categories developed in social and cognitive psychology” (Phillips and McQuarrie, 2004, p.131), where the cognitive approach emphasises on the dynamic process of viewer’s interaction with stimuli (Boeriis and Holsanova, 2012). Therefore, the interaction between the viewer (consumer) and IWOM, a brand-image stimuli, can be understood as being part of an integrated process, as discussed in the following section. 
A proposed comprehensive framework of IWOM 
The continued focus of marketing research on text reviews and rating scales has resulted in IWOM being under researched. To understand the value of IWOM, a consumer-focussed IWOM framework (Figure 1) is proposed to uncover service dimensions that trigger brand image perceptions, able to influence consumer behaviour (Carnevale et al., 2017; Holbrook, 1978). The framework builds upon, and integrates theories surrounding WOM (Buttle, 1998; Kozinets et al., 2010), visual images, brand image (Keller, 1993; Padgett and Allen, 1997) and consumer psychology (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975), where WOM and visual cues — specifically servicescapes and visuals in marketing communications are identified as brand stimuli or critical cues that have implications on brand-image perception and consumer behaviour outcomes (Berry, 2000; Bitner, 1992; Brady et al., 2005; Hackley, 2013; Helm and Mark, 2007; Murray, 1991; Vilnai-Yavetz and Tifferet, 2009). Underpinned by the theory of visual rhetoric, the integrated framework (Figure 1) connects content dimensions found in IWOM to elements of brand image and behaviour structures, where functional, experiential and symbolic benefits/consequences of brands are studied using cognitive and, more recently, affective dimensions (Cho et al., 2015; Esch et al., 2006). 
By definition, photographs are captured reflections of objects, and are indexical signs (Hill, 2004). However, scholars argue that visual images are more than analogues of reality but are composed messages in symbolic form, derived from socio-cultural conventions (Barthes, 1977; Kjeldsen, 2018). As a visual snapshot of service experience shared by consumers, IWOM comprises both manifest and latent content, where manifest content is defined as explicit denotative signs depicted in the image; and latent content as symbolic content that requires viewer interpretation (Barthes, 1977; Riffe et al., 2005). Given that the production and consumption of services are generally inseparable (Tsao et al., 2015), and that consumers use people and surroundings as articles for self-presentation (Belk, 2013), elements of the servicescape will be used to articulate valued attributes that are captured as manifest content in IWOM shared. As proposed in WOM and rhetorical theory, image word of mouth (IWOM), similar to verbal or text forms of WOM, can shape viewers’ (consumers’) beliefs of the benefits and consequences of the services brand (Burke, 1969; Buttle, 1998; Kozinets et al., 2010). 
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Figure 1 An application of Rosenbaum and Massiah's (2011) servicescape dimensions to the IWOM framework

Given the different typologies of services (Bitner, 1992), and evidence that suggest the need to look beyond the physical dimensions of the servicescape (Arnould and Price, 1993; Line et al., 2018), Figure 1 applies Rosenbaum and Massiah's (2011) expanded servicescape perspective, viewed to provide a holistic view of the service environment. The authors propose four dimensions of servicescape: physical (e.g. space layout, décor and ambient conditions such as lighting); social (e.g. employees, social density and displayed emotions of others); socially symbolic (e.g. ethnic signs/symbols); and natural (e.g. nature). In their view, the four listed dimensions are environmental elements contained within the servicescape that have the capacity to influence consumer behaviour (Rosenbaum and Massiah, 2011). Chryslee et al. (1996, p.9) explain that unlike words that have definitions that limit the attributions attached to them, visual images as rhetorical devices are able to “present their elements simultaneously”. Thus, service attributes found within any one or a combination of the proposed dimensions of servicescape, projected in IWOM, would influence viewer (consumer) perception of the brand image, where visual images and WOM are identified in consumer behaviour theory as key stimuli that inform consumer concept of brand image (Keller, 2003). 
P1: Through the manifest construct, IWOM provides a vivid visual articulation of valued attributes found in the dimensions of servicescapes. As manifest symbols, dimensions of servicescapes become stimuli that inform the viewer’s concept of service brand image.

Cognition is considered as an aspect of visual thinking (Moriarty, 1997). Bandura (2001, p.267) posits that through symbols, consumers “process and transform transient experiences into cognitive models” that guide behaviour. Increasingly, scholars argue for the need to acknowledge the role of affect in the formation of impressions, attitudes and decision making, resulting in studies that consider both cognitive and affective components (e.g. Isen, 2009; Moore, 2015; Orth and Wirtz, 2014). The cognitive component encompasses beliefs about the object, while the affective component refers to inferred feelings (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). 
As articulations of valued services experiences, IWOM captures physical or manifest attributes within the servicescape that are viewed to be unique or perceived to improve the sharer’s social position. The manifest content represents services attributes or symbols that trigger and inform a viewer’s beliefs about the benefits or consequences of the services brand. In the evaluation of visual images, the latent content is the “meanings embedded in the content interpreted by some observer” (Riffe et al., 2005, p.127). Therefore, the latent component of IWOM is proposed to comprise cognitive and affective associations that add to the viewer’s concept of brand image, where both cognitive and affective learning can be achieved through observations of manifest content found in IWOM (Bandura, 2001). 
For example, manifest content that captures aspects of the physical dimension, such as furnishings and décor, could signal attributes such as quality, currency or datedness of the brand. The social dimension such as the appearance and dress of staff, the social density of the space as well as the displayed emotions of others could signal benefits such as exclusivity, fashionability or friendliness. Socially-symbolic signals, for instance those used by services that cater to minority groups, such as gay or ethnic communities (Fisk et al., 2018; Rosenbaum, 2005; Rosenbaum and Massiah, 2011), could stimulate beliefs of inclusiveness, authenticity or progressiveness of the services brand. Moreover, research in green spaces demonstrate how the natural dimension conveys the belief of quality and prompts feelings of pleasure and excitement (Brengman et al., 2012; Tifferet and Vilnai-Yavetz, 2017). Similarly, affective dimensions such as joy, excitement, fun, like or dislike could be linked to each of the servicescape dimensions observed through IWOM (Holbrook and Batra, 1987; Plutchik, 1989; Zojanc, 1980). 
P2: The manifest content prompts the viewer (consumer) to infer benefits or consequences attached to the services brand, which can be captured through the cognitive and affective constructs.

Consequently, brand meanings derived from IWOM, through the manifest and latent content, mediate the formation of attitudes (Holbrook, 1978; Mitchell and Olson, 1981). Attitude is identified as a “learned predisposition” towards an object and are favourable or unfavourable (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975, p.15). According to Keller (1993), brand image is an amalgam of brand associations that include attributes, benefits and overall attitude towards the brand. In line with Keller’s conceptualisation, studies examine the relationship between brand image and behavioural intentions (Bian and Moutinho, 2011; Jalilvand and Samiei, 2012). In sum, the manifest, latent and attitude constructs derived from IWOM are predicted to collectively inform the consumer’s perception of brand image. The brand image held by the consumer subsequently influences behavioural intentions. Behavioural intentions are subjective probabilities that a consumer would carry out an identified behaviour (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). The nature of information influences consumer intention, where “net favourable information is positively related to intention” (Pellemans, 1950, p.15). Studies in consumer behaviour have consistently tested for consumer’s intention to purchase. However, recent studies in UGC highlight the potential of expanding the scope of consumer intentions, and have examined the link between UGC and a variety of consumer intentions, such as the intention to learn more about the brand, spread WOM and participate in engagement programmes (Ballantine and Yeung, 2015; Goldenberg et al., 2012; Zhu and Zhang, 2010). However, the evaluation of UGC has been limited to text and rating scales. 
P3: IWOM-evoked service brand image (a composite of manifest, latent and attitude constructs) is an antecedent of consumer behavioural intentions.
Discussion
The exponential growth of IWOM or user-generated images (UGI), and rising number of services firms, such as universities, hospitality and design houses, integrating and investing in IWOM strategies, signal the need for a critical assessment of IWOM (Dinhopl and Gretzel, 2016; Rival IQ, 2018). The paper draws attention to the lack of studies that examine UGI as forms of WOM in services, and the relationship between IWOM and service brand image. The paper highlights the opportunity for scholars to investigate the role of IWOM in the marketing of services, and to look beyond text and scale ratings found online to gain insights into valued consumer experiences, brand image perceptions and decision making. In turn, insights garnered from IWOM could assist in developing effective consumer-based strategies (Hamilton, 2016) in key services areas such as: marketing communications, branding, service design and service operations. 
Implications to theory

The paper introduces IWOM, defined as visual forms of user-generated content, where it moves current understanding of WOM and branding literature in services from a verbal/textual view to one that adopts a visual communications perspective. By casting light on IWOM, the paper extends services marketing and branding literature beyond managerially produced images and visuals to include IWOM — consumer-produced images that are fast growing in number and influence (DeGruttola, 2019; Deloitte, 2016). Markedly, the paper highlights the significance of IWOM as visual texts or compositions of authentic service experience, able to communicate rich brand meaning and contextual data that empower the unique characteristics of services (Balomenou and Garrod, 2019; Kjeldsen, 2018). For example, IWOM provides tangibility to the intangible and ephemeral dimensions of services, allowing consumers to evaluate brand attributes and, consequently, make inferences of brand image (Vilnai-Yavetz and Tifferet, 2009).   
In addition, the paper advances theory by offering a comprehensive framework that integrates theories of WOM, visual images, brand image and consumer decision behaviours in services, to examine the overlooked position of IWOM as an increasingly critical brand image stimuli for services brands. Notably, as snapshots of personal experience, as well as rhetorical devices framed and curated by consumers largely for the purpose of self-branding and promotion (Belk, 2013; Rokka and Canniford, 2016), IWOM potentially provides services scholars a valuable venue to identify, and determine “appropriate constructs and construct measures” that constitute a desirable brand image (Knight, 1999, p.357). 

Underpinned by the theory of visual rhetoric, the integrated proposed framework becomes a useful analytical tool to interpret IWOM, and elicit key attributes linked to brand image, where it takes into account the relationship between attributes of services dimensions manifest in IWOM and the latent brand associations or symbolic meanings consumers ascribe to the shared images. Further, the consumer-focussed framework decodes and connects IWOM content attributes to consumer brand image and behaviour structures. Specifically, the framework takes into account the comingling of rational (cognitive) and emotional (affective) aspects of thought (Zaltman and Coulter, 1995), which allow for a critical assessment of how consumers process dimensions or mechanisms found in IWOM that result in the construction of brand image. Studies demonstrate the critical role of affect in influencing perceptions and resulting behaviours towards intangible or experiential products (Aaker et al., 1986; Holbrook and Batra, 1987; Leisen, 2001). Through IWOM, scholars could identify the different dimensions of affect (feelings inferred) and expand current understanding of the role of affect in consumer behaviour and branding research (Carnevale et al., 2017; Holbrook and Batra, 1987). Birdsell and Groarker (2007) argue that visual images possess significant advantages over text in conveying and presenting affective dimensions or concepts of feelings and emotions, where affective dimensions are found to influence consumer judgment, and behaviour (Isen, 2009; Ludwig et al., 2013). 
Consequently, the decoding of IWOM potentially allows researchers to unearth services attributes that drive consumer intentions, where “for some purposes … it is more useful to know the buyer’s decision process that underlies the buyer’s intention than it is to know his intention” (Pellemans, 1971, p.41). Thus, the integrated IWOM framework could significantly contribute to services branding and consumer behaviour literature, by providing a deeper understanding of the triggers that result in positive or negative brand image associations, as well as the underlying factors that drive key consumer behaviour outcomes, such as disseminating WOM or IWOM, seeking information and more importantly, the selection and consumption of services brands. 
Implications to practice

This paper provides a comprehensive framework for services marketers to extract insights from IWOM and identify valued service dimensions that could provide competitive advantage for services brands (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982; Muñiz, Jr. and Schau, 2007). According to Holbrook (2006, p.175), consumer value is “the foundation for all effective marketing activity”. Despite its importance, services marketers struggle to capture and articulate the abstract concept of value or benefits of services that have implications on perceptions of brand image (Bapat, 2017; Mittal, 2002; Padgett and Allen, 1997). Services marketers, therefore, must learn to harness the “rich and thick representation” of valued consumer experiences and brand meanings through IWOM (Kjeldsen, 2018, p.79). Specifically, such insights would help shape and sharpen future marketing communications and branding strategies that have implications on brand image. Moreover, the insights gained from IWOM provide an opportunity for services marketers to audit the effectiveness of current engagement strategies, such as pop-up events, or the use of IWOM in marketing collateral. 
Moreover, as windows into contemporary consumer culture, IWOM “reflect(s) the differences, incongruities and clashes which characterise social life” (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006, p.20). An investigation through IWOM enables services marketers to identify the meanings of brands, and salient attributes that are relevant to, and valued within a given society. With more services firms operating in foreign markets, services marketers must be cognisant of cultural nuances and trends of different societies. A recent article published by the American Marketing Association strengthens this argument. The article highlights how the limited awareness of Western firms of local trends and culture in China hampers their ability to seize the opportunities that China offers (Conick, 2019). Given that the coding and decoding of images are guided by cultural ideological conventions and vocabularies within a society (Barthes, 1977), the insights garnered through IWOM of global consumers could bridge cultural gaps, and subsequently reduce the chances of costly marketing and branding mistakes. In addition, a visual investigation could facilitate the ideation of new content angles to help penetrate new markets, as well as identify and target micro-markets (Neghina et al., 2013; Zaltman and Coulter, 1995). 
Further, as catalogued forms of heterogeneous consumer experiences, services marketers would be able to pinpoint attributes of perceived value through IWOM that are instrumental in designing strong brand experiences, and improving on aspects of services operations (Brady et al., 2008; Field et al., 2017). As an illustration, museum operators could use IWOM to understand consumer preferences, and use of exhibition space (Vu et al., 2018). 
Future research
The IWOM concept and framework illuminate the viability and value of consumer-generated images as a source of marketing data. However, based on the literature review, IWOM has been overlooked as a source of data in brand image, WOM and consumer decision-making studies in services. Future research could build on the IWOM framework and examine other key areas that have implications on consumer decision making and behaviour. For example, future studies could investigate the roles of manifest and latent content as mediators and sequential mediators of brand attitude. Further, as artefacts of consumer experiences, the proliferation of IWOM increases the tangibility of services. Future studies could examine the implications of IWOM volume on consumer decision making and behaviour, given that tangibility allows consumers to compare brands (Mittal, 2002). In addition, scholars could look to explore how attitude towards the IWOM sharer influences the decision-making process. According to Brocato et al. (2012) consumers evaluate other consumers in retail settings, and this evaluation shapes consumer perceptions and behaviours. 
Scholars could also assess the taxonomy of IWOM to understand the various persuasion strategies employed by heterogenous consumers. Such a study would allow services marketers to identify syntactic elements found in IWOM that facilitate persuasion, and understand how consumers within and across markets “process information and develop consequent brand attitudes” (Carnevale et al., 2017, p.586). Moreover, an examination of the taxonomy of IWOM could highlight possible options of communicating ideas or help in the “reconceputalisation of aesthetic notions” (Foss, 1994, p. 213). Another area worth pursuing would be to devise big data or machine learning methods to decode IWOM efficiently, given the multitude of images uploaded.
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