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Rediscovering Word-of-Mouth: An Ethnomethodological Analysis of Word-of-Mouth Rhetorical Methods in an Online

CommunitySHORT ABSTRACTThis article seeks to depart from traditional word-of-mouth (WOM) perspectives that have

overemphasized the instrumental (rather than relational), and dyadic (rather than communal) nature of WOM. We analyzed

conversation data from the bulletin board of an Internet community. Through the ethnomethodological analysis of WOM talk, we have

demonstrated that consumers use an abundant repertoire of advice seeking and advice giving rhetorical methods. This study was able

to capture the richness and subtlety of everyday WOM interaction. It shows that WOM is an activity that is carried out in particular

local circumstances. As such, WOM devices or methods are to be regarded as in situ achievements of participants’ practical actions

and practical reasoning.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Word-of-mouth (WOM)–the “person-to-person communica-

tion between a receiver and a communicator whom the receiver
perceives as noncommercial, regarding a brand, a product or a
service” (Arndt, 1967: 5)–is a diverse and complex phenomenon.
WOM communications can have different number of participants,
with different degrees of acquaintance between them, can be
achieved through several communication modes, and can follow
varying interaction patterns. Yet, the development of WOM theory
has adhered to an “individualistic paradigm which isolates people
from their social context” (Bristor, 1990: 52). While a few studies
have incorporated relational properties (e.g., Gilly, Graham,
Wolfinbarger & Yale, 1998; Brown & Reingen, 1987), none have
studied WOM as part of group interactions. The traditional view
asserts that WOM interactions are performed by individuals who
occupy either the role of WOM seeker or WOM source. Past studies
have considered WOM roles as constant throughout the interaction,
and with a limited potential repertoire (e.g., WOM receiver requests
information and/or evaluation, and WOM source provides informa-
tion and/or evaluation). Further, since WOM information is ex-
changed in private conversations, direct observation of the WOM
dialog has traditionally been limited (Godes & Mayzlin, 2002).
Therefore, researchers have treated WOM rhetorics as a black box,
relying instead on consumer recall or inferences from aggregated
data.

Nowadays, online communities make it possible to unobtru-
sively observe consumers-to-consumers conversations (Godes &
Mayzlin, 2002). Leveraging this opportunity, this research pro-
poses a more comprehensive perspective of WOM behavior as it is
manifested in daily life, suggests extensions of existing theories,
and provides new insights that address previously ignored issues.
Overall, this project seeks to fill two main lacunae in our under-
standing of WOM.

First, WOM communication is essentially a conversation.
Thus, this research advocates that there are WOM-bound-activities
that center around a problem talk, and include rhetorics that are
designed and used in terms of the activities being negotiated (e.g.,
describing the problem, requesting advice, providing a recommen-
dation, and so on). Accordingly, WOM rhetorical methods are
defined as the forms of advice seeking and recommendation giving
practices that are enacted habitually by members of a community.
This argument stresses that WOM rhetorical methods are the
building blocks that people use in constructing versions of advice
seeking and giving and that members of a group may have a
repertoire of WOM rhetorical methods that are used in appropriate
contexts. Second, this research extends the study of WOM beyond
the traditional dyadic approach, and recognizes that WOM com-
monly occurs in a group setting. Therefore, since “WOM is a social
phenomenon, properties of social relations are likely to play a
critical role in WOM behavior at micro as well as macro levels of
inquiry” (Brown & Reingen, 1987: 351).

In this research, we analyzed text data from the discourse of
bulletin boards hosted at BabyCenter.com. This is a website for new
and expectant parents. Our unit of analysis was the verbatim thread
transcript, which was operationalized as a post (seed) with all of the
replies. The complete text of all messages of one bulletin board was
captured for a nine month period. Over the nine months, 12,162

threads were captured and reviewed, and 1,076 threads were
archived for further analysis. All of the archived threads were
concerned with WOM talk (661 threads) or interpersonal relation-
ships within the community (used for contextual grounding of the
data). WOM episodes were defined broadly, and could include any
positive or negative statement made by potential, actual or former
customers, about a product, service, idea, or company (see Hennig-
Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh & Gremler, 2004). The messages were
read during the initial downloading to confirm that some WOM
processes (e.g., providing a recommendation, asking for advice,
etc.) were evident. Throughout the analysis, these messages were
read and re-read several times, along with messages providing
context for the WOM exchange.

The analysis followed an ethnomethodology program
(Garfinkel, 1996). Analyses of WOM actions (i.e., WOM initia-
tions, WOM responses) revealed a number of ways in which WOM
seekers and WOM responders sensibly organize their messages via
the use of categorization devices. In a nutshell, participants’ mean-
ingful selection of categories determines the sense of WOM ac-
tions. Correspondingly, the invoked categories provide for differ-
ent message readings due to the particular category selection and
arrangement of items within the message. Tables 1 and 2 provide a
summary of the major components and rhetorical methods of WOM
initiations and responses.

A major contribution of this study is its ability to capture the
richness and subtlety of everyday WOM interactions. Building on
Miller’s work (1984), this research demonstrates that a rhetorically
sound definition of WOM method must be centered not on the
substance or the form of discourse per se, but on the action it serves
to accomplish. Thus, although many of the WOM methods identi-
fied in conversation may seem mundane or even sometimes intui-
tive (e.g., self-referential advice versus other-referential advice;
seeking pros and cons of a product versus seeking a phenomeno-
logical experiential narrative), it is precisely their commonplace
role in the structure of everyday thought that may help us to capture
the richness and subtlety of everyday conceptions of WOM behav-
ior.
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TABLE 1
WOM Initiation Repertoire

TABLE 2
WOM Response Repertoire
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