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Word-of-mouth is persuasive, but is this social influence enough to convince someone to switch from a favorite brand? Using two

studies, we find that it can persuade people to consider changing brands when it is highly diagnostic and activates the listener’s

accuracy goals.
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Having shown the increase in the salience of networks as a result of being exposed to related products, next we wanted to examine 
whether exposure to products from different categories impacts people’s perception of network closeness, and as a result who they think 
of passing on information to. In Study 2, one hundred and eight participants were again randomly assigned to one of the four (family, 
friends, co-worker priming or control) groups and exposed to the same product priming tasks as in Study 1. After the priming tasks, 
participants were randomly presented with five print ads and asked “Who would you forward this ad to?” With this question, we aimed 
to capture word of mouth intentions. Participants were furthermore instructed to specify the relationship of the person. 

We predicted that the priming categories would impact who participants listed as possible recipients of print advertisements. In 
line with our previous findings, participants who were in the friends priming condition listed more friends who they would forward the 
ads to than those in the family priming, co-worker priming, and control conditions. Our results again held in the family and co-worker 
priming conditions as participants in those groups listed many more family members and co-workers, respectively, than those in the 
other conditions. 

So far, we showed that exposure to different product categories increases salience of category-related network members, who are 
then considered more accessible in word of mouth considerations. Next, we tested whether product categories influenced the salience 
of network members in WOM considerations via changing the perception of network closeness. In Study 3, one hundred and twenty 
seven participants were randomly assigned to family, friends or no priming conditions where the products task was the same as in the 
previous two studies. Following the priming task, they were shown three products they had not seen before. Participants were presented 
with announcements about a new model of each of the three products (printer, MP3 player, coffee maker) and were asked to indicate 
three people to whom they thought of passing this info. In order to understand whether the WOM intentions were mediated by network 
closeness, we asked subjects how close they perceived their family and friends networks. 

Replicating our previous findings, participants in the family priming condition listed significantly more friends and those in the 
friends priming condition significantly more friends when asked about their WOM intentions than the listings in the other conditions. 
Additionally, our results showed that people in corresponding priming conditions feel their networks to be both closer to themselves and 
also closer to each other. Further analysis showed that the relationship between family priming and preference for sharing information 
with family members was mediated by the perception of family network closeness. Perception of network closeness was also a significant 
mediator for the friends priming condition. 

These initial experiments provide insights about how products can influence people’s perception of and interaction with various 
networks they are a part of. Our investigation demonstrates how the self can be linked to specific networks, which can subsequently 
alter WOM intentions. We are currently running a field study where we manipulate social interactions of people via product primes and 
look forward to engaging in deeper discussions about our findings with ACR members. 
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Consumption-related word-of-mouth (WOM) is considered one of the more persuasive forms of information exchange among 
consumers (Dichter 1966), receiving considerable attention in the marketing literature (e.g., Bearden and Etzel 1982; Herr, Kardes and 
Kim 1991; Stephen, Lehmann and Toubia 2010). Much of the research on the persuasiveness of WOM occurs in contexts where the 
audience does not have an initial preference for a product (e.g., innovations), or in which the audience demonstrates no initial commitment 
to the product (e.g., Herr et al 1991). Many consumers, however, have strong, stable preferences for a given product, leading to questions 
of whether and how WOM can affect these preferences? We address these questions by examining conditions under which WOM might 
convince consumers with stable brand preferences to, at least, consider switching brands. 

We hypothesize two conditions under which stable preferences may be swayed by WOM. These are the motivation of the consumer 
receiving the WOM and his or her perceptions regarding the diagnosticity of the WOM message. With respect to motivation, based on 
the concept of naïve realism, we suggest that although consumers may perceive that others use biased reasoning, consumers view their 
own evaluative judgments as objective and unbiased (Robinson, Keltner, Ward and Ross 1995). Consequently, consumers will tend 
to process information with an accuracy motivation, and likely view arguments that positively highlight a clear alternative choice, as 
opposed to suggesting something negative about their preferred brand, as more persuasive. 
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Although accuracy motivations tend to lead consumers to process information with an open mind and give greater diagnostic weight 
to negative information (Ahluwalia 2002), we argue that when consumers have stable preferences, the diagnosticity of WOM lies not 
in its valence, but rather in the degree to which it makes it easier for the consumer to provide reasons to discriminate between choices 
and highlight decisions (Darke and Chaiken 2005, Herr et al 1991). In short, diagnostic messages can provide the reasons to support a 
new choice (Shafir, Simonson and Tversky 1993). We also argue that the diagnosticity of WOM messages is related to the type of WOM 
message—be they WOM against the current preference (WOM-ACP) or WOM in favor of an alternate brand (WOM-IFA)—such that 
WOM-IFA will be seen as more diagnostic by clearly demonstrating reasons for a better choice. In addition, the speaker’s expertise and 
evident biases will also affect the diagnosticity and persuasiveness of the WOM in that perceptions of WOM messages from a biased 
source should be neither diagnostic nor persuasive, while WOM messages from experts should be both diagnostic and persuasive. When 
both bias and expertise are low, however, we expect WOM-IFA rather than WOM-ACP to be more diagnostic and persuasive.

In the first of two studies, subjects listed a product that was important to them in a category (personal grooming products) in which 
pretests revealed consumers develop strong preferences. Participants then read a scenario describing a hypothetical exchange about the 
product with a colleague. In the scenario, we manipulated three factors, i) speaker’s expertise (high vs. low), ii) speaker’s bias (strong 
vs. weak), as well as iii) WOM type (WOM-IFA vs. WOM-ACP). We randomly assigned each of 145 participants to one of the eight 
cells and measured diagnosticity and persuasion (the latter via consideration of switching brands).

As expected, there was a significant main effect on persuasion for both bias (weak-bias was more persuasive) and expertise (higher 
expertise was more persuasive). WOM-IFA was significantly more persuasive than WOM-ACP. That is, when the bias manipulation 
offered a clear reason to dismiss the message (i.e., high bias) or the expertise manipulation gave a clear reason to accept the message (i.e., 
high expertise), we found no significant impact of WOM type on persuasion. However, when these reasons were absent, our participants 
revealed a noticeable difference in both diagnosticity and persuasion and WOM-IFA was more persuasive than WOM-ACP. This supports 
our expectation for greater persuasion when WOM offers a clear choice. 

To ensure that accuracy goals formed the basis of the motivation for processing WOM, we conducted a second study in which we 
manipulated two factors: i) diagnosticity (higher vs. lower) and ii) WOM type (WOM-IFA vs. WOM-ACP). This second study also 
allowed us to demonstrate that the message valence (i.e., a positivity effect) was not driving the outcomes from Study 1. The procedure 
mirrored Study 1, as we again asked participants to think about a brand in a given product category (juice) for which they held strong 
preferences. In the higher diagnosticity condition, WOM either mentioned the alternative brand as the only one using fresh fruit (WOM-
IFA) or the current preference as using frozen fruit (WOM-ACP). In the lower diagnosticity condition, WOM mentioned either the 
alternative brand or current preference as being one of many companies that used a certain process. We also included self-monitoring 
as a covariate to examine whether effects were driven by social impression goals.

With persuasion as the dependent variable the analysis revealed no effect for self-monitoring; no main effect for WOM type; a 
significant main effect for diagnosticity; and a significant interaction effect between WOM type and diagnosticity. In the lower diagnosticity 
condition, WOM-ACP was less persuasive than WOM-IFA, while in the higher diagnostic condition there was no difference in effect on 
persuasion between WOM types. This is consistent with our expectation of participants using an accuracy motivation to maintain their 
sense of naïve realism. Results also revealed no relationship between message valence and perceived diagnosticity.

We posed the questions of whether and how WOM can persuade consumers with stable preferences to consider switching brands. 
The results demonstrate that many consumers hold strong preferences only so long as they believe they can reasonably support their 
choice. When presented with unbiased, credible and diagnostic WOM highlighting a better choice, consumers’ accuracy goals are 
activated, and they are willing to consider another option. Furthermore, reasons for preferring or switching brands do not appear to be 
rooted in the valence of the message but rather in their ability to clearly specify a better choice.
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