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Abstract 

The current study addresses an important question: is bottled water a commodity? How consumers in Saudi 
Arabia categorize bottled water? This study provides insights for marketers to understand the transition between 
commodity and brand. It also adds to the current literature on price fairness and brand trust by highlighting the 
impact of product design and e-WOM. Also, brand trust may not act as trigger to purchase intention, but it helps 
consumers to have higher value of the product. A total of 1079 completed and usable responses were from the 
total participants. The relationships between the constructs were tested using Structural Equation Modeling 
(SEM) with Maximum Likelihood (ML) estimate. Next, the theoretical and managerial implications to the 
results of the study are discussed. This study broadens our understanding of the product transformation from 
commodity to brand. Moreover, the result helps managers to differentiate the products and enhance brand trust 
for consumers to positively perceive the product price. The current study adds to the literature by addressing the 
consumers’ understanding of branding and commodity. Additionally, empirical evidence through this study 
contributes to the practitioners in the Saudi food market. 
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1. Introduction 

“There is no such thing as a commodity. All goods and services are differentiable” (Levet, 1980, p. 83). Changes 
in lifestyle, preferences, and health care lead to several changes in the hierarchy of the products and its 
classifications. Accordingly, the increase in bottled water consumption and the people perception of bottled 
water as a safe source of water in many countries, even the ones that have clean tap water (Ferrier, 2001). 
Bottled water is the most consumed beverages in the U.S. with 39.3 per capita in 2016 (compare to 38.5 per 
capita for soft drinks) (Fortune, 2017). In 2016, Saudies drank 5.1 billion liters of bottled water (Passport, 2017). 

Is bottled water a commodity or a brand? To answer this question, different issues need to be discussed. First, the 
shift of the usage of bottled water is due to several causes such as; the taste of tap water, health purposes, and the 
availability of bottled water. Second, bottled water industry is growing rapidly in the recent years as healthy 
supernumerary to tap water and soda drinks (Doria, 2006). More than that, the bottled water market is success to 
attract consumers to consume bottled water (Feliciano, 2014). In addition, the cost of bottled water 
advertisements is less than any other brand/product in the beverage industry (International Bottled Water 
Association, 2014). 

From a production cost, bottled water is more expensive than tap water, if we compare delivery in both situations, 
tap water is fixed in predetermined places where bottled water can be available at different places and can be 
carried anywhere. 

Accordingly, several factors have pointed out the fact that bottled water is transfered from being commodity to 
being a brand category in consumers’ minds. The product might be a commodity in one area of the world and a 
brand in another area of the world, as Achenbaum (1993) noted that consumer’s perception is what distinguishes 
a brand from unbranded commodity. Thus, a brand is in the consumer’s mind.  

Thus, the current study investigates an argument regarding the positioning of bottled water in the consumers’ 
minds. Furthermore, this study illustrates the influence of certain variables namely, product design, e-WOM, 
brand trust and price fairness to figure out the real placement of bottled water in Saudi Arabia context. In the 
next sections the problem of the study will be stated, literature review will be provided then the empirical 
analysis with results and discussion and future trends will be discussed.  
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1.1 Problem Statement  

The current study seeks to investigate an important issue in Saudi Arabia markets, which is, do Saudi consumers 
perceive bottled water as a commodity or as a brand. The argument of whether bottled water is commodity had 
spark debate between scholars (e.g., Jaffee & Newman, 2013; Laxer & Soron, 2006). This argument need to be 
proved to understand the consumers’ preference and classification to this product which may change the bottled 
water category to be brand or stay treated as a commodity. 

1.2 Importance of the Study 

According to the tremendous changes in Saudi society, consumers` preferences and their list of needs and wants 
has been changed in the last ten years. Therefore, this study will shed lights on the meaning of commodities in 
Saudi consumers. The study will illustrate the effect of product design, brand trust, e-WOM and price fairness 
that consumers accept to bottled water. More than that, the study figures out the influence of trust on the price 
fairness as a mediating variable between product design and price fairness. Finally, the study will contribute to 
the literature regarding the consumers’ behavior about how they perceive product as commodities or brands.  

2. Literature Review  

2.1 Theoretical Background 

It is important to understand the classification of the products to commodities or brands in the market and from 
the consumers’ perspective. Previous studies explained branding theory where the products should be consistent 
to be brands (Park et al., 1991). Consistent means reduce the uncertainty, the high quality and the differentiation 
to ensure the confidence of the purchase result (Alderson, 1957). More than that, a brand is distinguished from a 
commodity counterpart through the consumer’s trust (Achenbaum, 1993). Branding is a type of differentiation 
because it competes with features, price, and value added (Franzen, 1999). Aaker (1991) defined brand as a name 
and/or symbol intended to identify the product and differentiate it from competitors. Commoditization is the high 
match between competitors’ products in the same category in regard to features, prices, shape, color and trust, etc. 
(Dumlupinar, 2006). On the other hand, differentiation is the level of the added-value of each product. In both 
situation price is an essential factor in the classification to commoditization or branding. Price is the best 
measure of brand value which is associates with customer satisfaction (Johnson et al., 2001; Lange et al., 1998). 

2.2 Product Design 

Recently, product design becomes an important element to differentiate the product from competition. Products 
that have the same design might be categorized as commodity. Product design is important to introduce not only 
the external shape of the product but also consumer evaluates the product higher or lower based on product 
design. Also, product design is essential when changing product positioning and product image (Brunner et al., 
2016). Traditionally, the design of a product was less important than other factors in the production system (Azzi 
et al., 2012; Simms & Trott, 2014). Moreover, the importance of product design comes from three dimensions; 
first, functional dimension which related to the performance of primary purpose of the product (Bloch, 2011; 
Homburg et al., 2015). Second are utilitarian benefits from the product such as safety and convenient. The third 
dimension is hedonic dimension which means the level of pleasure while using the product (Desmet & Hekkert, 
2007; Bloch, 2011). 

More than that, product design can serve many purposes such as; source of information, handling and promoting 
(Bloch, 2011). Additionally, some scholars pointed out that product design provide certain roles such as 
categorizing products, reflecting self-image and lifestyle and identifying the right users of the products 
(Hellström & Saghir, 2007).  

Product design includes essential components; color is one of the most product design factors that can be used to 
define the products and it’s essential for customer interest and selection. Color is core factor for product 
evaluation and consumers’ assessments (Clement, 2007; Singh, 2006). Moreover, the product color has major 
influence on consumers’ behavior, preference and decision making ((Kauppinen-Räisänen, 2014; Labrecque et 
al., 2013). Recently, many intentions are placed to the effects of color during product design (White-Sax, 2000).  

Regarding positioning, color has a significant role to differentiate any product from its competitors. In addition, 
color can be used as a sign for price or quality, to improve business to increase revenue, and is an important tool 
for marketers to affect consumers’ decisions (Andrews & Smith, 1996; Beneke et al., 2015; Garber et al., 2000; 
Singh, 2006). The bottled water package design as a beverage product Chou et al. (2009) founded that black, 
white, blue or green, were commonly used to reflect its purity and cleanness of the product. Ndubisi & Funk 
(2004) point out color can enhance consumers’ memory by increasing the recognition of product as color is the 
fastest factor which, directs attention to product. However, consumers’ color preferences differ according to the 
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product, age and culture (Bellizzi et al., 1983; Grossman & Wisenblit, 1999; Kauppinen-Räisänen, 2014; Walsh 
et al., 1990). 

In the case of fast-moving consumer good (FMCG) Kauppinen-Räisänen & Luomala (2010) illustrated that 
bottled water is a sold product and the most consumed in the world, thus certain elements should be taking into 
consideration in the production processes because of the critical consumers’ eyes.  

H1a: Product design positively influences price fairness.  

H1b: Brand trust moderates the relationship between product design and price fairness. 

2.3 E-WOM 

The concept of Word-of-Mouth (WOM) has been noted for a long time in the marketing research and practice. 
Researchers have showed that WOM significantly impact consumer choice (e.g., Richins, 1983), post-purchase 
product perception (e.g., Bone, 1995), and personal selling (e.g., Engel et al., 1969). 

E-WOM is interesting since users choose voluntarily to be exposed to commercials/ brands at any given time 
(Chu & Kim, 2011). Similar to WOM, research has shown that e-WOM may convey more credible and relevant 
information than typical marketer information on the web (Gruen et al., 2006). Also, Social media sites (SNS) 
are built upon user-generated content rather than firm-generated content like other traditional channels (i.e., radio, 
T.V., newspapers). SNS encompass online information-sharing/ brand with others.  

E-WOM on SNS can be defined as “when consumer provide or search for informal product-related advice 
through the unique applications of these sites” (Chu & Kim, 2011, p. 50). Consumers sharing information and 
content generation in SNS is a form of e-WOM (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Companies recently have realized 
the importance of e-WOM on SNS due to the credibility and relevance of these opinions (Liang & Scammon, 
2011; Gruen et al., 2006; Bickart & Schindler, 2001). Consumers perceive information and e-WOM coming 
from their connection and friends on SNS as voluntary opinion (Chu & Kim, 2011). In recent years, e-WOM on 
SNS gains power because it empowers consumers over all other powers (i.e., suppliers, competitions, 
substitutions, and new entry) (Hung & Li, 2007; King, Racherla, & Bush, 2014). 

H2a: e-WOM positively influences price fairness.  

H2b: Brand trust moderates the relationship between e-WOM and price fairness.  

2.4 Brand Trust 

Brand trust is defined as the psychological state in the mind of consumers (Rousseau et al., 1998). Several 
definitions were found in the literature for brand trust. One of these definitions is the (Grabner- Krauter, 2002) 
following, they said “trust reduces complexity in situations of uncertainty”. Also, trust was defined by (Mayer et 
al., 1995) as “the willingness of a party to believe the actions of another party based on the expectation that the 
other will perform a particular action properly, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control the other party.” 
Chaudhuri & Holbrook (2001) conceptualize the concept of brand trust, showing the impact of brand trust of 
prices and market share. However, the authors did not test the antecedents of brand trust. Thus, understanding 
the basis for consumers’ value is still unanswered.  

Additionally, there is a positive relationship between trust and attitude which enhance the cooperation (Gambetta, 
2000; Jarvenpaa et al., 2000; Joubert & Wishart, 2012; McKnight et al., 2002; Pavlou & Fygenson, 2006). From 
another point of view, Bao et al. (2016) found that customer satisfaction has a positive influence on trust in the 
seller, which plays a major role in increasing the repurchase intention. Brand trust is a critical factor for 
understanding the marketing relationship, especially when it aligns with commitment (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 
That means brand trust leads consumers to perceive higher value.  

Commitment defined as “an enduring desire to maintain a valued relationship” (Moorman, Zaltman, & 
Deshpande, 1992, p. 316). In business, trust is mainly the most important element in the transaction processes 
(Ba, 2001). Generally, studies have pointed out that brand trust has a positive influence on the buying behavior 
because it reduces the uncertainty level to both seller and buyer (Kenning, 2008). Brand trust may not act as 
trigger to purchase intention, but it helps consumers to have higher value of the product (Ha & Perks, 2005).  

2.5 Price Fairness 

Based on behavioral economics, consumers do not take optimal decision but they take the satisficing alternative. 
The “satisficing alternative” happened when consumers believe maximizing utility comes at high cost, so they 
settle for less (Simon, 1982).  
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Price fairness depends on social and economic factors (Maxwell, 1995). The perception of price fairness may be 
formulated by word of mouth, product design and brand trust. The price fairness is defined as “a judgment of 
whether an outcome and/or process to reach an outcome are reasonable, acceptable or just.” (Xia, Monroe, & 
Cox, 2004, p. 1). The definition indicates that consumers may compare brands prices with norms and other 
reference prices. Another definition of price fairness is the consumers’ judgment of a price as reasonable, just, 
and legitimate (Campbell, 2007; Haws & Bearden, 2006).  

The price literature shows that there is a balance between brand trust and fair price. If this balance violated, 
consumers may not trust a brand and/or may perceive prices as unfair. This means that the price and trust should 
be balanced to increase profit and value for customers (Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler 1986). Consumers are 
more willing to pay higher prices if they trust the brand, because they feel committed to that brand (Aaker, 1996). 
That is to say, consumers are prepared to pay higher prices for trusted bands. Price tolerance means that brand A 
(trusted brand) and brand B (untrusted brand) will have different prices. The price in trusted brand will be higher 
than in untrusted brand (Krishnmurthi & Raj, 1991).  

Price fairness might not lead to purchase intention which means that when consumer perceive a product to have 
a fair price they may not directly have intention to purchase the product. Urbany, Madden, & Dickson (1989) 
found that price fairness may not directly predict consumers’ behavior or intentions. Thus, consumers may 
consider the prices as fair and do not intention to purchase the product. We hypothesis the following: 

H3: Brand trust is positively influences price fairness. 

2.6 Research Model 

This study will be based on the following proposed model  

 

                                H1a 

 

                     H1b                                      

 

                                                         H3 

 

                      H2a s 

 

                             H2b 

 

Figure 1. Research model 

 

2.7 Research Methodology 

We tested the relationships between the constructs using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with Maximum 
Likelihood (ML) estimate. The data was collected using general population in online channels that lives in Saudi 
Arabia. At the beginning of the survey, we asked the participants a screening questions such as whether they 
drink bottled water or no. After the screening questions, the participants were asked questions related to the main 
construct in the survey. In approximately five weeks, a total of 1079 completed and usable responses from the 
total participants. We tested the non-response bias by comparting the mean for early response and the late ones 
and we found evidence that non-bias response is not an issue. We found that no single constructs account for 
more than 66% of the variance using Harman factor test to control for common method bias (Podsakoff & Organ, 
1986) thus indicating that common method bias is not an issue. 

2.8 Instrument Design 

Most of the constructs in this study were adopted from the literature. For example, E-WOM was measured by 
four items adopted from Henning-Thurau et al. (2004). Brand Trust scale with four items was adopted from (Lau 
& Lee, 1999). Also, we adopted price fairness scale from Bei & Chiao (2001) and adopted a scale to measure 
product design with seven items from Winnie & Ruto (2015). The initial scales were adopted in English, then we 
translated the scale into Arabic. We used experts’ opinion to translate the scale to Arabic. Back translation was 

Brand Trust Price Fairness 

Product Design  

 

E-WOM 
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conducted to ensure consistency. Demographics were asked and added to the questionnaire.  

3. Results 

3.1 Reliability and Validity of Measures 

As we mentioned above, the scales for the constructs were adopted from the literature. We asked professionals 
both in English and in marketing discipline to translate and back translation to ensure face validity. Both 
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) were conducted to develop the 
measurement model. EFA extracted 4 factors for this model. Then, we confirmed the result using structural 
equation modeling (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). On average the factor loadings are greater than 0.671 for each 
construct (for more details refer to the Appendix table 2). 

Looking at the global fit indices, we found that the model in this study has acceptable fit between the data and 
factor structure. All composite reliability values are greater than < 0.761>, thus ensures the reliability of the 
measures (Nunnally, 1978). All AVEs are greater than <0.50>, thus confirms the convergent validity. As Fornell 
& Larcker (1981) recommended that all of the square roots of AVEs are greater than the inter-construct 
correlations. Moreover, AVEs are greater than the average shared variance (ASV) (Hair et al., 2010), thus further 
confirming discriminant validity. Please see <table 1 > for details of the measurement model (for more details 
refer to the Appendix table 1). The model fit was also appropriate (X2 = 354.044; df = 144; p-value = 0.00; CFI = 
0.98; RMSEA = 0.037; NFI = 0.96; IFI = 0.98; RMR (SRMR) = 0.040; (0.000); GFI = 0.96) (Hair, Black, Babin, 
Anderson, & Tatham, 2006, p. 667). The global fit indices in table 1 indicate that the model fit is acceptable.  

 

Table 1. Model validity measures 

CR AVE P-Fairness Design Trust  EWOM 

P-Fairness 0.934 0.739 0.86 
Design 0.855 0.500 0.205 0.707 
Trust  0.899 0.690 0.307 0.096 0.831 
EWOM 0.783 0.506 0.038 0.113 0.116 0.712 

 

Table 2. (CFA) Confirmatory factor loading 

Items  
Component 
1 2 3 4 

P1 The prices of bottled water are logical. 0.912    
P2 The prices of bottled water are fair. 0.901    
P3 The prices of bottled water are very reasonable. 0.891    
P4 The prices of bottled water are good deal. 0.869    
P5 The prices of bottled water are acceptable. 0.800    
D1 The more interesting the design/shape of the package the more likely I am to purchase it  0.844   
D2 A package design/shape that is decorative appeals to me.  0.789   
D3 I buy a bottled water because the design of the package is attractive.  0.786   
D4 The more interesting the design/shape of the package the more likely I am to purchase it.  0.706   
D5 I buy a bottled water because the design of the package is familiar to me.  0.693   
D6 The package design/shape is an indicator of the value of the bottled water.  0.671   
T1 I trust this brand bottled water.   0.898  
T2 I feel secure when I buy this brand of bottled water because I know that it will never let 
me down. 

  0.861  

T3 This brand of bottled water offers me a product with a constant quality level.   0.837  
T4 This is an honest brand of bottled water.   0.832  
EWOM1. I always provide my opinion with other members on social media.    0.897 
EWOM2 I always share my experiences with other member on social media.    0.872 
EWOM3. I post links of videos/articles/pictures on social media.    0.800 
EWOM4 Overall, social media is important source of information for me.    0.397 
extracted (67.979%) 26.774 16.47 13.569 11.165 
Reliability  0.933 0.853 0.898 0.761 

 

3.2 Hypotheses Testing 

We tested the relationships between the constructs using Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), which allow 
multiple paths to be tested in the same time, Maximum Likelihood (ML) estimate. The path estimate, t-values 
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and fit indices are presented in Table 3 and indicate a good fit between the model and the data (X2 = 433.214; df 
= 145; p-value = 0.00; CFI = 0.974; RMSEA = 0.44; NFI = 0.962; IFI = 0.974; RMR (SRMR) = 0.075; (0.000); 
GFI = 0.958). The global test for the model indicates that the data fit the model, which is evidence by the 
goodness of fit indicators. 

Next, we are testing each individual path, as local test, to determine if our hypotheses are supported or not. Each 
hypothesis was tested by examining the p-value within the model. The first hypothesis (H1a) that product design 
influenced price fairness. The path estimate extracted from the Amos model shows that there is a positive 
relationship between product design and price fairness (p-value 0.000). That indicates a support to our 
hypothesis. Second, we hypothesized that e-WOM positively influenced price fairness (H2a). The pat estimate 
indicates (-0.016) that e-WOM does not influence price fairness directly (p-value 0.615). The third hypothesis 
suggests that brand trust influenced price fairness positively and the path estimate (0.291) indicates a support to 
that hypothesis (p-value 0.000) (H3).  

The indirect relationships through brand trust between product design and price fairness indicates a supported to 
our hypothesis (H1b) with path estimate (0.0000) and p-value (0.000). Our last hypothesis suggests that brand 
trust mediates the relationships between e-WOM and price fairness (H2b). The path estimate (0.0000) indicates 
support to our hypothesis with p-value (0.000). 

 

Table 3. The results of hypotheses 

Hypothesized relationships  Path estimate p-value Hypotheses supported  

H1a: Product Design  Price Fairness 
H2a: e-WOM  Price Fairness  
H3: Brand Trust  Price Fairness  

0.158  
-0.016 
0.365 

0.000 
0.615 
0.000 

Supported  
Not- Supported  
Supported  

 
Indirect effect through brand trust 

Relationship Direct without mediator Direct with Mediator Indirect  

H1b: Product Design  Brand Trust  Price Fairness 0.176 *** 0.022* Partial mediation 
H2b: e-WOM  Brand Trust  Price Fairness  -0.016 (ns) 0.031*** Full mediation  

Note. *** =p<0.000, *=p<0.05, ns= “not significant”. 

 

4. Discussion  

This study attempts to enhance our understanding of price fairness, brand trust, electronic word of mouth 
(e-WOM), and product design and how these constructs would transfer a product to be differentiable. The results 
of the study indicate that product design and brand trust have a direct impact on price fairness. Furthermore, 
brand trust mediates the relationships between product design and price fairness. Moreover, brand trust mediates 
the relationships between e-WOM and price fairness. However, e-WOM does not have an influence on price 
fairness.  

A possible explanation for the non-significant effect of e-WOM may be because of the relationship between 
price and word of mouth. There is a reverse relationship between price fairness and word of mouth. A satisfied 
customer who perceived the prices as fair may spread positive word of mouth. Researchers suggest that specific 
emotions may arise from price fairness that is more relevant to word of mouth (Bagozzi, Gopinath, & Nyer, 
1999). Consumers may spread negative word of mouth to cope negative feeling of unfair prices. Taken together, 
these findings have important implications for product that are moving from commodity to brand. 

5. Conclusion  

This study provides insights for marketers to understand the transition between commodity and brand. It also 
adds to the current literature on price fairness and brand trust by highlighting the impact of product design and 
e-WOM. Our results confirm the findings in previous research that product design is essential when changing 
product positioning and product image (Brunner et al., 2016). Also, brand trust may not act as trigger to purchase 
intention, but it helps consumers to have higher value of the product (Ha & Perks, 2005). Next, the theoretical 
and managerial implications to the results of the study are discussed.  

6. Implications 

This study has several theoretical and managerial implications. To start with, this study broadens our 
understanding of the product transformation from commodity to brand. This study provides insights to managers 
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how product design, e-WOM, brand trust and price fairness cloud transfer a product from commodity product 
into differentiated product that be able to meet the unique needs for consumers better than their competition.  

The implications for managers are to help them to differentiate the product and increase brand their brand trust 
for consumers to perceive the product price. Customers may perceive the prices of a product as fair if the design 
of the product is differentiable and they trust the brand. Commodity products are homogenous with unrecognized 
brand. Most products start out as a commodity then it turns into strong brand (Pennington & Ball, 2009). Our 
results help manager to transfer their product into strong brands by make differentiated product design, make 
consumers trust the brand and spread e-WOM. As Levitt (1980) says that “there is no such thing as commodity”. 
Water as the most basic product human need consumer strive for more differentiated product and want to trust 
the brand. Also, managers should understand price and how consumers perceive prices. Our study gives 
managers insights into how consumers see prices as unfair by focusing on product design and brand trust. 

7. Limitations and Future Studies 

This study faced some limitations such as; some of the participants did not try the tap water before. The 
differences between bolted water brands are small which make it difficult to distinguish between them. Also, 
sometimes the convergence in prices confuses the participants. 

Further studies may be conducted to find out relationship between consumers' behavior and the brand names. 
The purchase decisions of the branded commodity may be explored in detail. A comparison studies could be 
conducted cross cultures. 
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