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We explore the impact of network signaling power of products on consumer behavior. In three studies, we prime participants with

products from different categories to change the accessibility of different social networks – friends, family, or co-workers – and

examine the impact of priming networks on both word-of-mouth and future consumption choices.
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innovation when the rumor is unambiguous. It suggest that companies should be clear about their incremental innovations, while remain 
ambiguous about their radical innovations in order to make their product interesting in the eyes of the consumers. 
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Frisbee for Friends, Furniture for Family:   
The Influence of Products on Network Activation and WOM Intentions

Lalin Anik, Harvard Business School, USA
Michael Norton, Harvard Business School, USA

People use different products to signal desired identities to different social networks–iPods to impress their friends, briefcases to 
impress their employers. We suggest that this behavior causes those products to become linked to specific social networks, such that 
mere exposure to products can prime different social networks, making some relationships more salient than others. We furthermore 
explore how people perceive the closeness of these salient networks as a possible mechanism to examine subsequent WOM intentions.

Previous research has demonstrated that situational and environmental cues or primes can activate associated representations, 
making them more accessible (Berger and Fitzsimons 2008; Higgins, Rholes, and Jones 1977). As priming a given construct leads to the 
activation of related constructs in memory, it can also have impact on the perceptually-related objects, and furthermore on the product 
choice and evaluations (Lee and Labroo 2004; Whittlesea 1994). In this project, we use products belonging to different categories as 
our primes, and explore whether exposure to these primes makes certain social networks more accessible.

The literature on goal instrumentality previously showed that active goals lead to the activation of different relationship partners, 
specifically of those who are goal congruent (e.g., Fitzsimons and Shah 2008). We, however, look at the salience of relationship partners 
in relation to product categories rather than personal goals or motivations. Moreover, we argue that the products as primes influence social 
perceptions and as a result offer people’s changing perceptions of network closeness as a mechanism for following WOM behavior. To 
examine this linkage of products to networks to WOM, we ran three studies. 

In Study 1, we investigated whether exposure to products belonging to various categories make related networks more salient than 
others in the minds of people. One hundred and thirty-five participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions: family, friends, 
co-worker priming and control conditions where they were presented with products belonging to family, friends, co-worker categories 
respectively, and asked to indicate their preference in a set of four. Those in the control condition didn’t see any products. Subjects went 
through a total of twenty trials, viewing eighty different options. Afterwards, participants were asked to write down the initials of the first 
five people that came up to their mind and subsequently, instructed to indicate their relationship to each of the five people they listed.

The dependent variable was the number of family members, friends and co-workers listed in each of the four conditions. Our results 
showed that participants in the family priming condition listed significantly more family members than those in the friends priming, 
co-worker priming, and control conditions. These results were parallel for the friends and co-worker priming conditions, such that 
when primed with friends related products, people thought of their friends more so than when they saw family or work related products. 
Finally, those people in the co-worker priming condition reported significantly more number of colleagues than the participants in the 
other conditions. 
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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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Hopelessly Devoted? Word-of-Mouth and Diagnosticity in a Stable Preference Context
Martin Pyle, Queen’s University, Canada
Peter Dacin, Queen’s University, Canada

Ethan Pancer, Queen’s University, Canada

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. 


