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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
It is no secret that the emergence of cyberspace has changed

marketing communications (Rogers and Allbritton 1995; Silk et al.
2001). More prominently, the Internet has changed from face-to-
face social based interpersonal communications to one of com-
puter-based social networking (Wellman 2001). Cyberspace al-
lows consumers to “gather” in virtual communities and exchange
opinions that lead to an “information democracy” in which the
information is tilted toward the consumer instead of being manipu-
lated by marketers (Armstrong and Hagel 1993; Bargh and McKenna
2004; Rheingold 1993l; Sawhney and Kotler 2001). In other words,
cyberspace allows the opportunity for the voices of consumers to
possibly drown that of the marketers.

In spite of the advocacy and the reality of the proliferation of
online word-of-mouth, (eWOM) with 33% of all adult Americans
having participated in it in one way or another
(www.pewinternet.org), researchers mainly remain silent about
this phenomenon in relation to advertising within the new-product
adoption process. Traditionally, marketing and interpersonal com-
munications were separated by time and place with mass media
transmission first, followed by word-of-mouth interpersonal com-
munications through face-to-face social contacts (Two-Step Flow
by Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; New-product Diffusion Process by
Rogers 1962). The quality of the Internet merging both mass media
and interpersonal communications into one changed that (Deighton
1997). Consumers can now access both marketing and interper-
sonal communications at the same time and at the same space on
multiple websites. The question then becomes, how does this new
combination affect the persuasion process within new-product
adoption? Are the combined advertising and word-of-mouth mes-
sages effective in all websites?

Previous persuasion research has elicited that when there is an
incongruity between the source (the messenger) and the message
(content) in advertising, the persuasion effect could be negative
instead of positive as originally intended (Slater and Rouner 1996).
In this paper, we argue further that even when the source and
message are congruous, their incongruity with the location could
lead to a lesser or even an opposite persuasion effect than intended.
In other words, this paper speculates that when a firm includes
positive eWOM in its own website to facilitate its marketing
communication messages, similar to that of mass-media based
advertising using “fellow consumers” word-of-mouth endorse-
ment, the persuasive effectiveness may diminish. This is because
consumers would most likely perceive the positive eWOM as a
deliberate part of manipulated marketing communications, a phe-
nomenon especially not welcome under the Internet-based new
“information democracy” previously mentioned (Sawhney and
Kotler 2001). This paper extends this argument to suggest that the
inclusion of positive eWOM in a firm’s website may in fact
undermine the firm’s own marketing messages.

In order to make eWOM a part of an effective persuasive
communication within the new-product adoption process, we sug-
gest allocating it within a 3rd-party independent website that has no
affiliation with the advertising firm. While the independency of the
source enabling a more persuasive effect is not new, in this paper we

are extending the independency requirement to the “location”
which hosts both the source and the message. We hypothesize that
the independency of the location will maximize the persuasive
effectiveness of the message.

Further, we hypothesize that simply advertising on a 3rd-party
independent website would not necessarily increase its persuasive
effectiveness when compared to that of the firms’ own websites.
This is due to the fact that persuasion knowledge model posits that
consumers can detect advertising messages and can identify an
agent trying to influence them and will activate their persuasion
knowledge accordingly. In this sense, consumers do not vary their
attitudes toward the advertising message in either website.

This paper aims to measure the perceived persuasiveness of
the combination of advertising and word-of-mouth communica-
tions in two types of websites (firm-sponsored versus 3rd-party
independent-sponsored websites) toward the new product adoption
process to include consumers’ interest and likelihood to adopt a new
product. A fictitious movie with its advertising and word-of-mouth
information were given to four groups of subjects to measure their
response on website location effect, word-of-mouth effect and
quantitative information effect.

A 2 (firm-sponsored vs. 3rd-party sponsored independent
website) x 2 (advertisement only vs. advertisement plus eWOM)
between-subject design was used in this experiment. The product
used was a new movie DVD. The independent variables consisted
of website location and eWOM. Involvement and likelihood to
adopt a new product were the two dependent variables. A total of
ninety subjects were recruited from a participation pool at a large
Northeastern university. The subjects received course credit for
participation. All subjects were assigned randomly to the treatment
conditions.

After conducting an ANOVA, we found empirical support for
positive online word-of-mouth having an additive effect to adver-
tising in 3rd-party sponsored websites but not in firm-sponsored
websites. The results also supported the interaction effect between
website location and eWOM messages, with eWOM added to
advertising in a 3rd-party website having a larger additive effect on
consumers involvement and likelihood to adopt a new product than
in a firm-sponsored website. The results also supported the hypoth-
esis that consumers do not differ in their involvement or likelihood
to adopt a new product when exposed to only the advertisement,
regardless of where it is placed.

In particular, the findings of this study bring forth new evi-
dence that positive word-of-mouth does not have an additive effect
on advertising when they are placed within the company’s own
website. This new evidence adds empirical support to the body of
literature that has prophesized that the new virtual space will change
the landscape of marketing and interpersonal communications to
become a hybrid of mass interpersonal communications that em-
powers the consumer (Deighton 1997; Sawhney and Kotler 2001).

Finally, this paper makes three important contributions. It
adds knowledge to current literature in (1) website strategic man-
agement in deciding where not to include word-of-mouth commu-
nications, (2) word-of-mouth communications in the interaction
effect of word-of-mouth and advertising in the online environment,
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and (3) new-product adoption in shedding light as to why not all
positive word-of-mouth communications are effective.
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