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Abstract
The sharing economy holds promise for the way we consume, work, and interact. However, consuming in the sharing economy is not without risk, as institutional trust measures (e.g. contracts, regulations, guarantees) are often absent. Trust between sellers and buyers is therefore crucial to complete transactions successfully. From a buyer´s perspective, a seller´s profile is an important source of information for judging trustworthiness, because it contains multiple trust cues such as a reputation score, a profile picture, and a textual self-description. The effect of a seller’s self-description on perceived trustworthiness is still poorly understood. We examine how the linguistic features of a seller’s self-description predict perceived trustworthiness. To determine the perceived trustworthiness of 259 profiles, 189 real buyers on a Dutch sharing platform rated their trustworthiness. The results show that profiles were perceived as more trustworthy if they contained more words (which could be an indicator of uncertainty reduction), more words related to cooking (indicator of expertise), and more words related to positive emotions (indicator of enthusiasm). Also, a profile’s perceived trustworthiness score correlated positively with the seller’s actual sales performance. These findings indicate that a seller’s self-description is a relevant signal to buyers, even though it is cheap talk (i.e. easy to produce). The results can guide sellers on how to self-present themselves on sharing platforms and inform platform owners on how to design their platform so that it enhances trust between platform users.
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Highlights

· Trust is essential for transactions between buyers/sellers in the sharing economy

· Linguistic features of self-descriptions can predict perceived trustworthiness

· More words and words related to cooking are drivers of perceived trustworthiness

· The trustworthiness score of a seller’s profile is associated with actual sales

· Sellers and platform owners guided on how to enhance trust in the sharing economy

How Linguistic Features of Seller Profiles in the Sharing Economy Predict Trustworthiness
1. Introduction

The sharing economy is characterized by a mode of consumption where consumers share underutilized resources with one another via online platforms. Its popularity can be derived from the spectacular rise of companies such as Airbnb and Blablacar (with an estimated value of $31 billion and $1.6 billion, respectively (CNBC 2017; Fortune 2015)). However, consuming in the sharing economy is not without risks. Guests on Airbnb, for example, can be confronted with disappointing accommodation or unreliable hosts. Solving these issues with the intervention of Airbnb seems to be rather difficult
; this is characteristic of the regulatory uncertainty and consumer protection issues of the sharing economy as a whole (Katz 2015; Ranchordás 2015). These institutional uncertainties can seriously hamper trust, possibly leading to a decrease in willingness to participate in the sharing economy (Hawlitschek, Teubner, and Gimpel 2016). Thus, trust is considered to be one of the key challenges in transactions (Horton and Zeckhauser 2016; J. Wu, Ma, and Zeng 2016).


From a buyer’s perspective, in the sharing economy, one of the main sources of information for judging a seller’s trustworthiness is the seller’s online profile page. It contains multiple important trust cues, such as reputation scores, a profile picture, and a textual self-description. The effects of reputation and profile pictures on perceived trustworthiness are largely understood (e.g. Bente, Baptist, and Leuschner 2012; Ert, Fleischer, and Magen 2016; Fagerstrøm et al. 2017), but it remains unclear how a self-description can contribute to one’s trustworthiness. What we do know is that self-descriptions convey a particular, intended or unintended, impression of the seller (Evans, Gosling, and Carroll 2008). In the context of online dating for example, research has shown that profiles are carefully managed and curated in order to attain dating goals (Larrimore et al. 2011). Likewise, self-descriptions are used by perceivers in online contexts to assess someone’s trustworthiness (Larrimore et al. 2011; Toma and Hancock 2012). 


Linguistic features have been shown to influence perceptions of trustworthiness when people write about themselves (Larrimore et al. 2011; Toma and D’Angelo 2014). Language use can say something about a person’s psychological needs (Toma and D’Angelo 2014) and is therefore used by readers to infer trustworthiness (Larrimore et al. 2011; Rodriguez, Holleran, and Mehl 2010). For instance, the number of words in an online dating profile influences users’ judgement of a dater’s trustworthiness, and this proved to be a significant cue for deception (Toma and Hancock 2012). Profiles with shorter descriptions are perceived as more deceptive than longer profiles; this can be explained by the fact that they contain fewer details (ibid.).

Whether this is also true for the sharing economy is still unknown. Previous research in the context of online dating and social media has shown that linguistics can influence perceptions of trustworthiness, although little attention has been paid to the sharing economy (for a rare example, see Ma et al. 2017, who found that linguistics affect perceived trustworthiness in the context of a lodging platform).

The aim of this paper is to investigate the influence of linguistic features on the perceived trustworthiness of sellers in the sharing economy. The central research question is: ‘What linguistic features of sellers’ profile text in the sharing economy predict perceived trustworthiness?’ Besides this central aim, we explore how these perceptions in turn influence sales performance.


We tested the effects of sellers’ profile descriptions in the context of one of the largest sharing platforms of the Netherlands, Shareyourmeal (SYM).
 SYM is a platform on which people can share meals with their neighbours. We asked actual buyers on the platform to judge seller profile descriptions on trustworthiness. Text analysis software (Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count: LIWC) was used to analyse specific linguistic features of the profile descriptions. To determine the influence of the linguistic features on the perceived trustworthiness scores of the sellers’ profiles, we used cross-classified mixed effects modelling.


2. Theory
The term sharing economy is used as an umbrella term for many platforms that enable online peer-to-peer exchanges of underutilized resources. The sharing economy covers a vast domain that, according to Botsman and Rogers (2010), incorporates different consumption systems, i.e. product service systems (e.g. Airbnb), redistribution markets (e.g. the Freecycle Network), and collaborative lifestyles (e.g. Taskrabbit). Although there is no agreement on how exactly to define the sharing economy (Botsman 2013), we define the sharing economy as an economic model based on sharing underutilized assets between peers without the transfer of ownership, ranging from spaces, to skills, to stuff, for monetary or non-monetary benefits via an online mediated platform (ter Huurne et al. in press). This definition stresses the fact that underutilized resources are shared online; this sets it apart from the broader field of e-commerce, where resources do not have to be underutilized per se and ownership transfers from sellers to buyers.


Trust is generally recognized as a key ingredient for participating in, and successfully completing transactions in, the sharing economy (Hawlitschek et al. 2016; Tussyadiah 2016). According to Möhlmann (2016), trust in the sharing economy needs to be differentiated from trust in other economic exchanges for four reasons. First, transactions are performed in a triad of relationships, namely, between peers, platforms, and underutilized products, resulting in three targets of trust. Trust in peers is described by the belief that the supplying individual has the competencies to fulfil his/her part of the transaction, as well as being a benevolent and honest person. Also, trust in peers is formed by the expectation that the consuming peer will handle shared products with care and act with the supplier’s interest in mind. Trust in the product is understood as the product being reliable in the consumer’s view and has to be initially evaluated based on virtual cues. Both the consumer and the supplier need to have favourable trusting beliefs towards the platform, in the sense that the platform is well-qualified to play a facilitating role in the transaction and is a reliable partner that, for example, deals honestly with privacy and security issues (Hawlitschek et al. 2016).
Second, transactions do not only occur online but also have an offline component, making social aspects more relevant compared with solely online transactions. Third, the use of products and services in the sharing economy is based on access to ownership (Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen 2016); this requires higher trust levels compared with peer-to-peer transactions with a transfer of ownership (e.g. eBay) (Hawlitschek et al. 2016). Lastly, it is often proposed that the sharing economy includes service-exchange activities (e.g. cleaning, offering taxi rides, and running errands; Botsman 2013; Smolka and Hienerth 2014); these are more complex activities than product-exchange as they include many additional components (e.g. cleanliness, hospitality, and accuracy; Möhlmann 2016).
2.1 The Concept of Trust
Trust is a widely researched concept across various academic fields, such as psychology, sociology, and economics (Rousseau et al. 1998). Across disciplines, trust is considered to act on multiple levels (individual, interpersonal, and institutional), and risk and interdependence are seen as necessary conditions for trust to arise (ibid.). Risk is the perceived probability of loss and creates the need for trust to alleviate uncertainty, and interdependence is the situation where the interests of one party cannot be served without reliance upon the other party (Rousseau et al. 1998). Trust is therefore considered to be a crucial instrument serving as a control and cooperation mechanism (Borgen 2001). 


In this study, we view trust from an interpersonal perspective, meaning that trust implies that a trustor has favourable beliefs about the characteristics of the trustee, and that the trustee will act according to the expectations of the trustor. Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995, p 715) define this as ‘the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party.’ In their review of trust, Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995) present trust as a trait that leads to a generalized expectation of others, i.e. perceived trustworthiness. According to these authors, perceived trustworthiness is a multidimensional concept consisting of the dimensions ability, benevolence, and integrity. To trust in another’s ability is to hold the belief that another party possesses the skills, competencies, and characteristics to deliver certain outcomes. The concept of benevolence refers to the question of whether the trustee is believed to do good and whether he/she acts in the best interest of the trustor; and integrity refers to the belief that the trustee adheres to a set of moral principles perceived as acceptable by the trustor (Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995).


The development of trust is considered to progress in stages, such as initial trust and continuous trust (Lewicki and Bunker 1996; K. Wu et al. 2014). These stages vary in the level of familiarity between the parties involved, and consequently the amount of information that is available about each other (McKnight, Kacmar, and Choudhury 2004). Parties who are familiar with each other possess reliable information about each other, whereas unfamiliar parties do not. In the latter case, trust (or initial trust) is based on whatever information is available, and inferences are based on that (Meyerson, Weick, and Kramer 1996). Developing trust for first-time transactions in the sharing economy resembles the initial trust stage, because a buyer has limited information about the trustworthiness of a seller and is thus faced with a situation of information asymmetry (a situation where one party possess more information than the other). 

To reduce this situation of information asymmetry, a buyer can resort to information sources available on a seller’s online profile such as reputation, a profile picture, feedback from other users, and a self-description. A seller’s self-description is an ambiguous trust source, because it can be used to promote the seller’s uniqueness to an assumed audience by displaying the seller’s ability, benevolence, and integrity (Pera, Viglia, and Furlan 2016). On the other hand, online environments place greater emphasis on more controllable verbal and linguistic cues in the absence of many non-verbal communication cues; this leads to online self-presentation that is ‘more selective, malleable, and subject to self-censorship in computer-mediated communication than it is in face-to-face interaction’ (Walther 1996, p 20).
2.2 Signalling Trust in Exchange Relationships
Developing trust poses extra barriers in an online compared with an offline environment. Consumers are, for instance, unable to inspect goods upfront and have no face-to-face interaction with the seller. To develop trust, various kinds of signals (e.g. reputation scores, reviews, third-party certificates) are used, which indicate a seller’s trustworthiness, although not every signal is equally effective in conveying trustworthiness. The working of signals is described by signalling theory (Spence 1973), which specifies the relation between signals and their qualities. For signals to be considered effective, they must be beneficial to produce, but too costly to produce dishonestly (Donath 2007). A classic example of signalling is given by Spence (1973) when he describes how job applicants use their education credentials to signal their ability to employers in order to attain a higher wage. 

This belief about the working of signals is traditionally supported by game theorists, as it corresponds to notions of rationality (Farrell and Rabin 1996). However, Farrell and Rabin (1996) show that ordinary and informal talk (i.e. cheap talk) can result in Nash equilibria and allow for efficient games. Cheap talk can help avoid misunderstandings and coordination failures by using language in which messages can be expressed and understood. It is effective in obtaining an equilibrium when there is no or limited incentive to lie; otherwise, cheap talk would become meaningless if lying yielded greater incentives (ibid.). 

Cooks on SYM can signal their cooking abilities and the quality of their offered meals via their self-descriptions to potential buyers. These self-descriptions are composed by the cook and are cheap to produce; therefore, they could be considered as a form of cheap talk. From a rational standpoint, it is expected that buyers would not pay attention to such signals because they are easy to be produced dishonestly. However, lying to potential buyers would jeopardize future transactions with the same buyer. Also, lying about their cooking abilities and the quality of the offered meals could result in negative reviews and thus in a deterioration in their reputation, harming future business with other buyers. Therefore, we believe that self-descriptions, although a form of cheap talk, can be effective in coordinating transactions between sellers and buyers at SYM.

2.3 Linguistic Features of Perceived Trustworthiness: Hypotheses

Linguistics are called ‘the currency of most human social processes’ because they convey emotions, stories, and thoughts (Chung and Pennebaker 2007, p 343). In the process of developing trustworthiness, linguistics have been shown to be a useful marker in creating trusting beliefs (Larrimore et al. 2011; Toma and Hancock 2012) because they can tell something about the state of a person, as psychological processes are reflected in language use (Toma and D’Angelo 2014). Toma and D’Angelo (2014) reason that perceivers experience psychological needs relating to the context (i.e. buying a quality meal) and the goals (i.e. assessing a cook’s trustworthiness) of the task at hand and that they use linguistic cues to satisfy these needs. To investigate the effects of linguistics, we build on the literature on psychological needs and test various hypotheses.
2.3.1 Uncertainty Reduction Theory

Uncertainty reduction theory focuses on the initial interaction between people prior to the actual communication process and states that people actively seek to reduce feelings of uncertainty by acquiring as much information as possible about the other person (Berger and Calabrese 1975). In doing so, people are able to predict each other's future attitudes and behaviour. Uncertainty reduction theory formulates several non-verbal strategies to reduce uncertainty in interpersonal communication, such as eye contact, head nods, and physical distance between people. However, these strategies are not in play in e-commerce. A frequently used strategy to reduce uncertainty between people in the online environment is to increase the amount of information available. Larrimore et al. (2011), for instance, found that the number of words in lending descriptions is a significant predictor of funding success on an online peer-to-peer lending platform. More words in a lending request can contain more relevant information as it is more information-rich, and this could lead to reducing the uncertainty of a potential borrower. Assuming that this effect is an effective tool in online environments, we believe that this also applies to SYM. One of the primary concerns of a buyer at SYM is whether a cook possesses sufficient skills and is capable of preparing a high-quality meal. More information provided by the cook could help reduce a buyer’s uncertainty if it elaborated on the seller’s cooking abilities. 

Next, it has been shown that, in the case of wine tasting, experts use lengthier descriptions than novices to describe smells and flavours (Croijmans and Majid 2016). Wine experts tend to possess a greater lexicon for describing wines and engage more often in talking about wine; this allows them to express themselves in many different ways (ibid.). This might also be the case for SYM, in the sense that expert cooks use lengthier descriptions than amateur cooks to describe their meals by, for instance, using more words to describe different ingredients and preparation methods. Hence, an expert cook could be identified by the number of words used to describe his/her offerings. Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: The more words a seller’s profile contains, the more the seller is perceived as trustworthy.
Another way to reduce uncertainty is through the use of concrete words. These are used to give more context and detail to a described object and allow for faster processing (Larrimore et al. 2011). In our case, we assume that the use of concrete words contributes to a more detailed and specific presentation of a seller and his/her offerings. A seller, for example, can describe a meal by stating the specific ingredients and preparation method used and can provide concrete details about his/her cooking skills. We reason that more concrete and specific information provided by a cook reduces a buyer’s uncertainty regarding that cook’s cooking abilities, and thus the buyer’s trust in acquiring a quality meal will be enhanced. Thus, more concrete information provided in a seller’s profile gives a buyer the opportunity to make better informed decisions about the quality of a meal and the trustworthiness of the seller. We use two linguistic dimensions that are used as indicators of concreteness, i.e. articles (e.g. ‘a’, and ‘the’) and prepositions (e.g. ‘in’, ‘at’), because these dimensions signal the presence of a concrete noun (Tausczik and Pennebaker 2010), and we assume that they predict trustworthiness. We therefore hypothesize that:

H2: The more words related to concreteness an online profile contains, the more the seller is perceived as trustworthy.
2.3.2 Social Connections

In the sharing economy, transactions are performed between peers and contain both an online and an offline aspect, thereby creating a social interaction in the transaction (Möhlmann 2016). Furthermore, building social connections is an important motivation to join sharing economy platforms compared with more traditional forms of commerce (Bellotti et al. 2015; Möhlmann 2015). More specifically, an important reason for SYM users to participate is the possibility of meeting other people in their neighbourhood (Stipo 2015). We believe that language use that addresses the social relationship between the agents involved in a transaction at SYM can increase a buyer’s perception of a seller’s benevolence. For example, it is known that the use of first-person pronouns (e.g. ‘I’) indicates attention to the self, whereas other pronoun use suggests that the sender is attending to other individuals (Chung and Pennebaker 2007). Chung and Pennebaker (2007) found that the use of pronouns that are directed at the other (e.g. you, we, our) suggests that the person cares for other people. Therefore, we use the second-person pronoun (e.g. you, your) as an indicator for building social connections and as a predictor for perceived trustworthiness. Consequently, sellers that use more second-person pronouns in their profile are expected to convey higher levels of benevolence and to be perceived as more trustworthy than sellers who do not. We thus hypothesize that:

H3: The more words expressing social connections an online profile contains, the more the seller is perceived as trustworthy.
2.3.3 Enthusiasm

Jarvenpaa and Leidner (2006) found that, in the early stages of creating trust, conveying enthusiasm is important. It is considered one of multiple relationship skills that are predictive of salespeople’s performance (Anselmi and Zemanek 1997). Research on thin-slice judgements (i.e. snapshot decisions) confirmed that enthusiasm is an important marker in predicting the performance of others (Ambady, Krabbenhoft, and Hogan 2006). Ambady, Krabbenhoft, and Hogan (2006) showed that naive raters were able to distinguish high and low performing managers by judging their personality traits, such as enthusiasm, based on a 20-second audio clip. Enthusiasm is important for consumers, because it augments their satisfaction with the transaction (Lee and Dubinsky 2003). Consumers appreciate salespeople’s enthusiastic behaviour and perceive it as desirable and praiseworthy, leading them to experience positive emotions as well (ibid.). In the SYM case, it is reasoned that buyers will appreciate enthusiasm displayed by a cook and that this will be translated into favourable trusting beliefs about the cook. We therefore reason that cooks who express a high level of enthusiasm in their self-description are perceived as more trustworthy. Consequently, we hypothesize the following:

H4: The more words related to enthusiasm an online profile contains, the more the seller is perceived as trustworthy.
2.3.4 Expertise 

An essential component of perceived trustworthiness is the perception that a person possesses skills, competencies, and characteristics in a certain domain (Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995). Although Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995) describe this as the ability of a trustee, they show in their review that perceived expertise is an integral part of it. In the SYM domain, cooks can show their expertise by referring to their cooking skills, techniques, and use of ingredients. Thus, we predict that buyers appreciate the expertise of cooks when they use cooking-related words, such as baking, homemade, and healthy. It is therefore hypothesized that expertise, reflected in the use of cooking-related words, predicts the perceived trustworthiness of a cook.

H5: The more words related to cooking an online profile contains, the more the seller is perceived as trustworthy.
2.3.5 Perceived Trustworthiness Effect on Sales Performance
When a seller’s perceived trustworthiness is being measured, a crucial question is whether this would also translate into actual buying behaviour. Should a seller care about his/her perceived trustworthiness as derived from his/her profile text or is it a factor that can be ignored? The answer to this question could be of importance to a seller’s success and might have implications for his/her self-promotion strategy. Perceived trustworthiness is an essential component in trust formation. Trust, in turn, is indispensable for risk-taking in a relationship, which, if sufficient, leads to trusting behaviour (Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995). The relation between perceived trustworthiness and trusting behaviour was also found in a choice experiment by Ma et al. (2017), which showed that perceived trustworthiness indeed predicted a participant’s choice of Airbnb profile texts. Regarding SYM, a buyer would proceed to buy a meal if he perceived the seller as trustworthy; this would lead to trust in the seller and thus overcome the associated risks. Therefore, we hypothesize the following:

H6: The perceived trustworthiness score of a seller’s profile text is positively associated with his/her sales performance.


3. Method
We test these hypotheses in the context of the popular Shareyourmeal platform in the Netherlands. SYM provides a strong and real-life case suitable for the aim of our research for a number of reasons. First, sellers on SYM are amateur cooks; consequently, it is uncertain what the quality of the meal will be and whether food safety is guaranteed. Second, amateur cooks are non-professionals in describing and presenting themselves and their offerings, thereby increasing seller and product uncertainty (see Figure 1 for an example of a seller’s profile page). Third, meals are picked up at the seller’s house, and this can pose a possible safety risk for the buyer. These trust issues between sellers and buyers make SYM a good case for the purpose of this study.
Insert Figure 1 around here

3.1 Instrument Development

Before the data collection for the main study, a pre-test was done to limit the scale to a manageable size by selecting only the most important items (Gefen 2002). Items to measure perceived trustworthiness were developed on the basis of Mayer and Davis' (1999) commonly used trustworthiness items, translated into Dutch, and adapted to the current context. The scale consists of three dimensions: ability (4 items), benevolence (5 items), and integrity (4 items) on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 5 (agree strongly). Using these items, 12 participants (university colleagues) rated a random selection of 20 real SYM seller profiles via an online survey.

To select the items that were most apt, the Cronbach’s alpha (α) per construct and the average Intraclass Correlation (ICC) per item were calculated. The two items per construct that showed the highest α were selected. Additionally, we checked whether the average ICC score per item was ≥ .6 to ensure a sufficient level of agreement between raters (Cicchetti 1994). The Cronbach’s α for ability was .97, for benevolence .98, and for integrity .93. The Cronbach’s α for the complete perceived trustworthiness scale was .97. All these values were above the suggested threshold of .80 (Hair et al. 1998). The selected perceived trustworthiness items are presented in Table 1.
Insert Table 1 around here

3.2 Procedure

Actual SYM cooks’ self-descriptions were shown in isolation and rated by actual SYM buyers. SYM provided us with a dataset containing all transactions between sellers and buyers from the start of SYM in March 2012 to December 2016. The dataset also contained the profile information of 10,619 sellers. Only profiles that had self-descriptions containing 20 words or more were included in the sampling pool to ensure a minimum amount of text to be analysed, leaving a total of 5,582 profiles.

A preliminary power analysis led to the random selection of 400 profiles to be rated. Of those, 200 profiles were of cooks who had never sold a meal, and 200 profiles were of cooks who had sold one meal or more. We did this in order to investigate a possible relation between perceived trustworthiness and sales performance. 

Email invitations to participate in the online survey were sent out to 7,965 actual SYM buyers and 10 small gifts were offered via a random lottery to increase participation. The profiles were presented in a pseudo-random order to the participants. The response rate during the study was lower than expected (2.54%); this necessitated a step in which we excluded those profiles from further analysis that were not yet frequently rated. In total, 203 respondents completed the survey.

To take into account the possibility of careless response, we excluded those respondents who selected the same response category for 52 or more items (out of 60). This cut-off was chosen post-hoc because it showed a clear separation into two clusters of respondents. This procedure resulted in a final total of 259 profiles with five ratings or more (M=7.3, SD=2.5), rated by 189 respondents.  

3.3 Characteristics of the Survey

Perceived trustworthiness was examined using the items from the pre-test on a 7-point Likert-type scale to allow for sufficient scale sensitivity. To control for demographic variables, participants were asked to state their sex, age, and education. We also asked whether respondents recognized one or more profiles, to account for possible familiarity of the respondent with a profile. Additionally, we controlled for misspellings. Misspellings have been shown to influence perceptions in online profiles (Gibbs, Ellison, and Heino 2006; Scott et al. 2014) and should therefore be taken into account. To determine the number of misspellings per profile, we used the Dutch dictionary OpenTaal (version 2.00G). In the analysis, the proportion of misspellings relative to the number of words in a profile was included. Lastly, respondents’ disposition to trust was measured, because research has shown that it is a significant determinant of trusting beliefs in the online environment (Gefen 2002; McKnight, Choudhury, and Kacmar 2002). Disposition to trust was measured using three items adapted from Yamagishi and Yamagishi's (1994) well-established scale. Table 2 illustrates the descriptive statistics of the demographic and control variables included in the study.

Insert Table 2 around here

3.4 Text Analysis Procedure
To determine the specific linguistic features of the seller’s profile that influence perceived trustworthiness, we used the text analysis program LIWC (Pennebaker, Booth, and Francis 2007). LIWC is a validated tool to measure psychological dimensions in texts. It counts the number and percentage of words in texts and classifies them into various syntactical and semantic categories. LIWC analyses linguistic content against an internal dictionary containing 90 output variables, grouped by categories and subcategories (e.g. standard linguistic dimensions, summary language variables, word categories tapping psychological constructs).

The Dutch LIWC dictionary 2007 (developed by Zijlstra, van Meerveld, and van Middendorp (2004)) was used to analyse the cooks’ self-descriptions. To analyse the linguistic features related to cooking, we developed a customized cooking dictionary. It was developed by two researchers who, independently of each other, selected words related to cooking based on all profiles used in this study. The results of both researchers were compared; words on which agreement was reached were included in the dictionary. Agreement was reached in 95% of all cases. In the event of disagreement, a third researcher decided whether to include a specific word or not. Table 3 shows the LIWC categories used in relation to the formulated hypotheses, and Table 4 provides descriptive statistics of the linguistic features included in the study.
Insert Table 3 around here

Insert Table 4 around here

3.5 Analysis of Perceived Trustworthiness Effects on Sales Performance
To determine a cook’s sales performance, we used SYM transaction data containing the number of meals sold per cook. Sales performance was defined as a binary variable
, i.e. (0) when a cook never sold a meal or (1) when he/she sold one or more meals. The distribution of the cooks’ sales performance in the final set of profiles was: 49.42% of cooks never sold a meal and 50.58% sold one meal or more. Because the dataset did not show whether a cook edited his/her profile, we assumed that a profile was constant over time. Subsequently, we used the perceived trustworthiness score of a profile to predict sales performance.

3.6 Statistical Procedure
Because of the cross-classified nature of the data (raters judge multiple profiles and a profile is judged by multiple raters), we applied cross-classified mixed effects modelling (Snijders and Bosker 2012). The dependent variable in our model was the mean of the six perceived trustworthiness items per profile, because factor analysis of these items yielded only one factor; and following Büttner and Göritz (2008), we chose a unidimensionality approach to measure this construct. The perceived trustworthiness score can be denoted as Y(ij)k, referring to respondent i rating profile j, together forming the kth observation. The explanatory variables are the various LIWC categories and control variables (X(ij)β), modelled by the respondent (ei) and profile level (ej), leaving a residual variance component (uk). The random effects were assumed to be normally distributed. Consequently, the model can be denoted as:

Y(ij)k = X(ij)β + eik + ejk + uk 
The effects of linguistic features on perceived trustworthiness were assessed in different stages (see Table 5). First, a baseline model was evaluated to partition the variance components of the profile and the respondent. In preliminary cross-classified analyses, separate models were tested for LIWC categories and control variables. The results showed that these models did not explain additional variance compared with the baseline and the full model. Finally, the full model was run containing all LIWC categories and control variables. The analysis was conducted using Stata Statistical Software: Release 13 (College Station, TX: StataCorp LP).
Insert Table 5 around here


To analyse whether the perceived trustworthiness score of a profile predicted a cook’s sales performance, we used a logistic regression (Table 6). The predictor variable in this analysis was the profile’s trustworthiness score, corrected for respondent bias. The control variables were omitted because they were measured at respondent level and the analysis was performed at profile level.
Insert Table 6 around here

4. Results
The empty model explained how the total variance was divided between the variance components associated with the respondent and the profile level. The results show significant variance at respondent level (σ2i = 0.72, standard error SE = 0.078) and at profile level (σ2j = 0.20, SE = 0.025). These results justify the employment of cross-classified models. The addition of the LIWC and control variables led to a small decrease in both variance components, i.e. for the respondent level (σ2i = 0.60, SE = 0.066) and for the profile level (σ2j = 0.10, SE = 0.017). This indicates that the introduction of both LIWC and control variables contributed to the reduction in the explained variance between profiles.
Our first hypothesis predicted that the more words a profile contained, the more the seller would be perceived as trustworthy. For ease of interpretation, the category word count was transformed to a log 2 variable. The number of words indeed seemed to be a positive and significant predictor of perceived trustworthiness (β = 0.356, p < 0.001); H1 is thus supported. 

The second hypothesis predicted that words relating to a concrete description of an object would positively influence perceived trustworthiness. The results showed that the use of articles had a negative effect (β = -0.021, p = 0.019), whereas the prepositions showed a positive effect on perceived trustworthiness (β = 0.013, p = 0.043). We found no consistent support for H2.
H3 stated that online profiles that use more words aimed at building social connections would increase perceived trustworthiness. Words related to this concept (e.g. ‘you’, ‘yours’) did not have a significant effect on perceived trustworthiness (β = 0.026, p = 0.130). H3 was therefore rejected.
The fourth hypothesis predicted that the use of positive emotions and exclamation marks, as an indicator for enthusiasm, would lead to higher perceived trustworthiness. The use of positive emotions indeed had a positive significant effect (β = 0.020, p = 0.033), whereas exclamation marks were found to have no significant on perceived trustworthiness (β = 0.001, p = 0.06). H4 is thus partially supported.

Our fifth hypothesis claimed that a cook’s display of expertise in his/her profile through cooking-related words would increase his/her perceived trustworthiness. Indeed, using cooking-related words had a positive significant effect on perceived trustworthiness (β = 0.010, p < 0.001). Hence, H5 is also supported.
Finally, the last hypothesis stated that the perceived trustworthiness score of a cook’s profile positively predicts his/her sales performance. We found that a profile’s perceived trustworthiness score does have a positive effect on whether a cook sells a meal or not (OR = 1.41, p < 0.001). Thus, H6 is supported.
5. Discussion

This study set out to ascertain whether linguistic features of sellers’ profile texts in the sharing economy could predict their perceived trustworthiness. We found that linguistic features do matter when one is trying to influence perceptions of trustworthiness in the sharing economy. Extending Ma et al.'s (2017) findings, our study illustrates that, in the sharing economy, linguistic features contribute to perceived trustworthiness across different contexts. Moreover, perceived trustworthiness appears to drive buying behaviour. These results challenge the rational choice assumption that a self-description, being a form of cheap talk, would have no effect on a potential buyer because it is unverifiable, malleable, and could be changed at any time (Farrell 1987). Potential buyers do seem to attach value to a seller’s profile text and are likely to pay attention to specific elements of a profile text. 

More specifically, we found that, in line with uncertainty reduction theory, offering more information by using more words has a positive effect on perceived trustworthiness. Reducing uncertainty by using more concrete words (i.e. the use of articles and prepositions) in a text is less straightforward. Articles had a significant and negative effect on perceived trustworthiness, whereas on the other hand prepositions were found to have a positive effect. Measuring the concreteness of a text by focusing on the presence of a noun (Tausczik and Pennebaker 2010) is not as straightforward a task as might be suggested by using articles and prepositions as indicators. Nouns per se are not concrete; they can have different degrees of concreteness (Pander Maat and Dekker 2016). For example, words like stove, pan, and meat are considered as concrete words, whereas words such as additives and cereal products are more abstract. Our suggestion to improve the measurement of concreteness would, therefore, be to build a dictionary in LIWC containing a list of words denoted by experts as concrete (an example of such a dictionary is used by t-scan).

Although SYM is a platform that aims to support social connections between people, socially oriented words (i.e. second-person pronouns) did not seem to influence a seller’s perceived trustworthiness. This could be because second-person pronouns are not the best linguistic indicators of a person’s social attitude. Although literature (Stirman and Pennebaker 2001) indicates that first-person pronouns (‘I’) denote a focus on the self, whereas second-person pronouns (you) have a focus on the other person (Chung and Pennebaker 2007), this word use did not translate in our study into higher perceptions of trustworthiness. This might be because the relatively high level of variance of second-person pronouns on perceived trustworthiness makes it more difficult to find such an effect.

Furthermore, expressing enthusiasm by means of words related to positive emotions (e.g. humour, to adore, to thank) did have a positive effect on perceived trustworthiness. On the other hand, no significant effect was found for the use of exclamation marks. This might be because there was little use of exclamation marks in the profiles analysed (i.e. an average use of 1.48% compared with the total number of words in a text). Also, the use of cooking-related words (e.g. homemade, ingredients, baking) had a positive significant effect, meaning that displaying expertise in one’s profile is effective in raising perceived trustworthiness.

Finally, we found a significantly positive effect of perceived trustworthiness on the actual sales performance of a cook. This indicates that perceived trustworthiness derived from a seller’s profile text is an important factor that drives buyers’ decisions; this concurs with earlier findings of Ma et al. (2017) and Ert, Fleischer, and Magen (2016) in the sharing economy.

This study has several theoretical and practical implications. On a theoretical level, our study adds to the comprehension of language use in online peer-to-peer transactions, and more specifically in the sharing economy. It shows that self-presentation in a profile text is important in this setting similar to other contexts, such as online dating, peer-to-peer lending, social media, and online medical advice. Potential buyers seem to have several psychological needs when judging a seller’s trustworthiness, namely, uncertainty reduction, enthusiasm, and expertise. Furthermore, our study underlines the assumption that the number of words is a relevant indicator for uncertainty reduction. Also, words related to positive emotions are a significant indicator of enthusiasm. Concerning the measurement of expertise, we would recommend developing a customized dictionary because expertise is very context-specific.
From a practical point of view, sellers in the sharing economy would be advised to pay close attention to their profile text and develop a description of sufficient length, including elements of enthusiasm and expertise in order to increase their trustworthiness. Second, owners of sharing platforms could design their website in such a way that users are encouraged to curate their profile, thereby stimulating trust; this could result in more transactions. For example, users could be obliged to provide a minimum number of words about themselves. In the SYM case, 48% of sellers have a profile containing fewer than 20 words; this indicates that, although providing enough information might seem obvious, it is often ignored. Also, a platform could actively give pointers about what to write in a profile so that users are stimulated to write about relevant topics to enhance their trustworthiness.
5.1 Limitations
We believe that our research helps to elucidate how trust is built via online profiles in the sharing economy. By using actual SYM buyers in our research, we ensured that the results had ecological validity. However, our study encountered some challenges that should be addressed. First, the response rate to the online survey was unexpectedly low (2.54%), and this could have caused a response bias. To verify whether our sample resembles the SYM user population, we compared it with the earlier Stipo (2015) study on SYM users because SYM does not keep a record of its users’ demographics. This study reported a distribution of 25% male buyers, which strongly corresponds to the percentage that we found (27.66%), indicating that our sample matches that of earlier research.

Second, not all profiles used in the analysis received the desired 10 ratings. Because of the low response rate, we lowered the threshold for a profile to be included in the analysis to five ratings or more to ensure that the main analysis contained a satisfactory number of profiles. This might have caused inaccuracy in determining the trustworthiness score for profiles with five ratings compared with profiles with 10 ratings. Therefore, future research should strive to acquire a sufficient level of ratings per profile, possibly via a laboratory setting. 

Lastly, the setting in which respondents read the profiles deviated from the natural online setting. It is highly likely that the participants paid more attention reading the content of the profile in the research condition than they would do in practice, because online reading behaviour is characterized by browsing, scanning, and selective reading, and less time is spent on in-depth reading (Liu 2005). In line with the Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion, recipients of information probably follow the central route when they view the source as untrustworthy, looking for additional information and scrutinizing the arguments (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). Given that our respondents likely followed a more central route when rating the profiles, this could have caused a tendency towards a lower rating score as a result of paying more attention to the profiles.

5.2 Future research
Research into developing trust between peers in the sharing economy has focused on several antecedents, such as reputation, profile pictures, and characteristics of the peer (Bente, Baptist, and Leuschner 2012; Ert, Fleischer, and Magen 2016; Karlsson, Kemperman, and Dolnicar 2017). It would be interesting to study how linguistic features would relate to other trust antecedents (e.g. a user’s reputation score, reviews, and a profile picture) and their relative importance. Finally, we found indications that linguistic features are relevant in creating a trustworthy image in the context of one sharing platform. It would also be of interest to know whether these results can be extrapolated to other peer-to-peer commerce contexts (e.g. car sharing, exchange of goods).
5.3 Conclusion

To conclude, language use in sellers’ profiles can affect their perceived trustworthiness and therefore is of importance in creating trust. To create a more trustworthy image, sellers could address buyers’ specific psychological needs and deploy persuasive strategies. If this is done, trust can be effectively enhanced and transactions in the sharing economy might be boosted.
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Figure 1. Screenshot of Seller Profile at Shareyourmeal
Table 1

Perceived Trustworthiness Items Used in the Main Study.
	Dimension
	Item

	Ability
	I feel very confident about the cook’s skills.

	Ability
	The cook has a lot of knowledge about cooking.

	Benevolence
	My needs and desires are very important to the cook.

	Benevolence
	The cook will go out of his/her way to help me.

	Integrity
	I can assume that this cook acts honestly.

	Integrity
	I never have to wonder whether the cook will stick to his/her word.


Table 2

Respondents Descriptive Statistics
	Dimension
	Number
	%
	Mean
	SD

	Sex

Male

Female
	52

136
	27.66

72.34
	 
	 

	Age
	188 
	 
	55.04
	13.86

	Educational level

No diploma

Elementary school

Lower vocational education

Higher general continued education

Preparatory middle-level applied education

Middle-level applied education

Higher-level applied education

University

Disposition to trust (7-point Likert-type scale)

Most people are reliable

Most people are honest

Most people are of good faith

Number of profiles recognized

0

1

2

3+
	2

1

8

24

9

20

71

53

82.54%

2.65%

3.70%

11.11%
	1.06

0.53

4.26

12.77

4.79

10.64

37.77

28.19

 
	5.23

5.07

5.12

 
	1.13

1.12

1.26

 


Note: One respondent did not provide any demographic details.
Table 3

Hypotheses and Examples of Words in Each LIWC category

	Hypothesis
	LIWC category
	Examples

	H1: more words
	Number of words
	N/A

	H2: words relating to concreteness
	Articles
	‘the’, ‘a’, ‘an’

	H3: words expressing social connections
	You
	‘you’, ‘your’, ‘yours’

	 
	Prepositions
	‘on’, ‘under’, ‘in’

	H4: words relating to enthusiasm
	Positive emotions
	‘humour’, ‘impressive’, ‘interesting’

	 
	Exclamation marks
	!

	H5: words relating to expertise
	Cooking-related words*
	‘baking’, ‘biological’, ‘homemade’


* = This linguistic category is not part of the standard LIWC dictionary. 

Table 4

Descriptive Statistics of Linguistic Features
	Dimension
	Linguistic feature
	Example
	# LIWC words
	Mean
	SD

	Words captured by LIWC
	Dictionary

Cooking dictionary
	
	6,551

567
	67.11

15.70
	10.37

9.08

	Uncertainty reduction
	Word Count
	
	
	58.17
	49.9

	Feelings of closeness
	You
	‘you’, ‘yours’,
	7
	1.10
	1.67

	Level of concreteness
	Articles

Prepositions
	‘a’, ‘an’, ‘the’
	3

48
	5.41

12.96
	3.46

4.49

	Enthusiasm
	Positive emotions

Exclamation marks
	‘happy’, ‘pretty’, ‘good’

!
	690

1
	3.04

1.43

0.15
	2.87

2.28

0.59

	Expertise
	Cooking words
	‘baking’, ‘frying’, ‘durable’
	560
	15.55
	9.11


Table 5

Cross-Classified Analyses for Linguistic Features and Respondent Characteristics
	 
	Empty model
	Full model

	LIWC categories
	 
	 

	You
	
	0.03 (0.02)

	Cooking
	
	0.01 (0.02)

	Word count (log2)
	
	0.36 (0.03)

	Articles
	
	-0.02 (0.01)

	Prepositions
	
	0.02 (0.01)

	Positive emotions
	
	0.02 (0.01)

	Exclamation marks
	
	0.01 (0.01)

	Sex
	
	-0.09 (0.14)

	Age
	
	-0.01 (0.01)

	Education
	
	-0.15 (0.04)

	Number of recognized profiles
	
	0.02 (0.04)

	Disposition to trust
	
	0.24 (0.06)

	Misspellings
	
	1.78 (0.73) 

	 
	
	

	Intercept
	4.66 (0.07)
	2.21 (0.54)

	 
	
	

	Random effects
	
	

	Respondent level
	0.75 (0.08)
	0.62 (0.07)

	Profile level
	0.20 (0.03)
	0.09 (0.02)


Note: Standard errors are given in parentheses. Values in bold are statistically significant at a p < .05 level.

Table 6

Logistic Regression Analysis for Sales Performance Cook and a Profile’s Trustworthiness Score
	 
	Model

	 
	OR

	Trustworthiness score
	1.84 (0.01)

	Intercept
	0.06 (0.01)


Note: Standard errors are given in parentheses. Values in bold are statistically significant at a p < .05 level.
� For examples of stories of dissatisfied Airbnb users, see www.airbnbhell.com


� The Dutch name is Thuisafgehaald, www.thuisafgehaald.nl


� We chose a binary variable because 63.90% of cooks sold ten meals or fewer, causing a skewed distribution.


� T-scan is software for complexity analysis of Dutch texts (Pander Maat et al. 2014).





