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Information But at What Cost?   
The Positive and Negative Impact of Informational Social Influence

Kashef Majid, George Washington University, USA
Vanessa Perry, George Washington University, USA
Johny K. Johansson, Georgetown University, USA

Under conditions of uncertainty the presence of an informational social influence has long been thought to impact consumer judgments 
(Asch 1955). Originally conceptualized as the influence to accept information from another as evidence of reality (Deutsch and Gerrard 
1955, pg. 629), prior work has found that informational social influence can positively impact consumer judgments, encourages product 
usage, and creates positive perceptions towards products (Cohen and Golden 1972). However, the creation of informational social influence 
is not without its harmful consequences. A nightclub owner may keep patrons waiting in long lines outside of the establishment in order 
to signal the popularity of the venue; by doing so potential patrons may be scared away at having to wait for a long period of time or 
the possibility of not being afforded enough personal space once inside. When assessing the validity of informational social influence 
consumers must ascertain whether the informational social influence signals a positive or negative outcome. The purpose of the present 
paper is to explore the conditions under which the deployment of informational social influence causes impacts negative judgments and 
when informational social influence impacts positive judgments.

The context for the present study was a virtual environment. Over 30 years has passed since the pioneering work on informational 
social influence and product judgments conducted by (Cohen and Golden 1972) as well as (Pincus and Waters 1977). However, the 
impact of the construct in judgments towards products is as relevant if not more so than ever. The growth of virtual environments and 
e-commerce in particular, has fueled an environment rich in informational social influence. Much of this influence is deliberately created 
by consumers as a means to share their experiences and communicate their recommendations, such as the writing of user reviews or 
the rating of certain products (Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006). However, in a virtual environment, informational social influence is also 
created inadvertently by consumers. For example, each time a consumer downloads a piece of music or software online that download 
is accumulated and then displayed to other potential users as a sign that others have made the same decision that the consumer is 
considering. Thus, when forming a product judgment regarding a product viewed in a virtual environment, consumers must interpret 
the informational social influence that they are faced with and use it to assess the product either positively or negatively.

One of the greatest concerns consumers have when purchasing products in a virtual environment is that the product will appear to 
be one thing online and then actually be something else once it arrives (Trocchia and Janda 2003). At best the product in question has 
slight deviations from what was expected; at worse, the product is a fake or a forgery. Through exposure and experience, consumers 
have gained a level of knowledge that helps them to ascertain the quality of the product before purchase (Pavlou and Gefen 2004). For 
example, consumers which purchase certain luxury brand name apparel may be apprehensive of purchasing the product online if it is 
selling for a third of the price that it does at the local retailer regardless of the number of the consumers that have purchased the product 
before. We argue that when knowledge of the product category is high consumers may be less susceptible to informational social influence 
and would be more likely to view the negative aspects of the informational social influence. Conversely, when consumers are uncertain 
as to the quality of the product then we believe that informational influence will play an enhanced role in reducing that uncertainty and 
will positively impact judgment towards the product.

The predictions above were tested using a 2 (familiarity: high vs. low) x 2 (informational social presence: present vs. absent) study 
design. A total of 133 undergraduate students from a large private university in the South Eastern United States participated in the study 
in exchange for course credit. Familiarity was manipulated by product category. A total of 22 participants drawn from the same sample 
as the study population participated in the pretest and were asked to rate their familiarity and purchase frequency of several different 
product categories. We ultimately chose DVDs and a universal remote control as our products for this study based on the differing levels 
of familiarity that the sample had of these two products (M_DVD=5.87 vs. M_Remote=3.35, F(1, 43)=4.46, p<0.05) and the high rate 
of counterfeiting in each of these two product categories. Two popular DVDs were chosen so as to eliminate unique effects of using one 
DVD that the participants may be familiar with. 

The research team then searched for versions of these products for sale on the popular online marketplace “eBay.com”. Once 
found, the web pages displaying these items for sale was then saved and edited by a graphics design team in order to remove any 
previous feedback the seller of the products had previously received and to standardize the information given by each seller for each of 
the products. Informational social influence was manipulated by either adding bidders for the item or removing any bidders from the 
item. In the informational social influence condition several bidders were competing for the item while in the non informational social 
influence condition there were no other bidders. All of the DVDs were priced at $9.50 while all of the Universal Remote Controls were 
priced at $79.95. Participants used their personal computers to log into the school’s intranet where they were then able to access the 
study. Once the study was activated the participants would then see the edited eBay seller page and were asked to state the probability 
that they thought the product was counterfeit and to state the maximum amount of money that they would pay for the item.

Our findings revealed a significant interaction between product familiarity and informational social presence in terms of the product 
being viewed as counterfeit (F(1, 110=3.95, p<0.05). Participants rated the DVDs as more likely to be counterfeit if others had bid on it 
(Mdvd_social presence=43.86 vs. Mdvd_social presence absent=35.43); conversely, the universal remote control was viewed as less likely 
to be counterfeit if others were bidding on it than if there were no other bidders (MRemote_social presence=51.67 vs. MRemote_social 
presence absent=35.43). Main effects for familiarity or social presence were not significant. 

For the DVDs the presence of other bidders adds cost increases to the price of the DVDs but provides little value in terms of signaling 
the authenticity of the product. The presence of others may actually have signaled to consumers that the price was previously lower 
and thus more likely to be counterfeit. With the unfamiliar good, the universal remote control, the presence of other bidders seems to 
have provided a signal to consumers that the product is authentic. Furthermore, we tested between group differences on the maximum 
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amount that participants were willing to pay for the both products. A between groups analysis revealed that participants were willing 
to pay significantly more for the DVDs when there were no other bidders versus the condition where there were multiple bidders (F(1, 
59)=7.93, p<0.01, M$DVD_social presence=10.114 vs. M$DVD_social presence absent=7.749). There were no observed differences 
between the two groups in the willingness to pay for the universal remote control. 

In conclusion, our findings demonstrate that under conditions of uncertainty, informational social influence can enhance the perceived 
quality of products. However, when consumers are familiar with the products in question, informational social influence can create negative 
byproducts through its employment which we have demonstrated can decrease the value of the product as well as its perceived quality. 

Selected References:
Asch, Solomon. E. (1955), Opinions and social pressure. Scientific American, 193(5), 31-35.
Chevalier, Judith A. and Dina Mayzlin (2006), The Effect of Word of Mouth on Sales, Journal of Marketing Research, 43 (3), 345-

354. 
Cohen, Joel B. and Golden, Ellen (1972), Informational Social Influence and Product Evaluation. Journal of Applied Psychology, 56 

(1), 54-59.
Deutsch, Morton and Harold B. Gerard (1955), A study of normative and informational social influences upon individual judgment. 

The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, 51, 629-636.
Pavlou, Paul A. and David Gefen (2004), Building Effective Online Marketplaces with Institution-Based Trust. Information Systems 

Research, 15 (1), 37-59.
Pincus, Steven and L.K. Waters (1977), Informational Social Influence and Product Quality Judgments. Journal of Applied 

Psychology, 62 (5), 615-619.
Trocchia, Philip J. and Swinder Janda (2003), How do consumers evaluate Internet retail service quality? Journal of Services 

Marketing, 17 (3), 243-253.

Investigation of Differences in Diffusion Between Positive and Negative Word-of-Mouth
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Extended Abstract
Word-of-Mouth (WoM) is a topic that has received regular interest among Marketing researchers over the last 50 years in both 

traditional (e.g. Day 1971; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Thorelli 1971; Udell 1966) and electronic settings (e.g. Dellarocas 2003; Dwyer 
2007; Godes and Mayzlin 2004; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Kozinets 2002). Within this stream of research, we investigate how WoM 
valence (i.e. positive vs. negative WoM) influences WoM diffusion characteristics based on data from a French virtual world, similar to 
the US-based “Second Life” application.

Study 1
Study 1 investigates the impact of valence on WoM diffusion frequency (i.e. the number of contacts WoM is spread to) and speed 

(i.e. the time elapsed between receiving and retransmitting the information). With respect to WoM diffusion frequency, it is commonly 
believed that negative WoM is spread to more contacts than positive WoM (e.g. Silverman 1997), triggered by several research studies 
showing that negative WoM from dissatisfied customers exceeds the amount of positive WoM by satisfied clients (e.g. Bearden and 
Teel 1983; Richins 1983a, b; Westbrook 1987). However, East, Hammond, and Wright (2007) show that differences in aggregated 
WoM volume are caused by differences in WoM penetration (i.e. the share of the population spreading WoM) instead of differences in 
individual-level diffusion frequencies. Given that people take account of the needs of others when engaging in information transmission, 
the same customers are likely to spread both positive and negative WoM (with equal frequency), depending on the information needs of 
the receiver (East et al. 2007; Mangold, Miller, and Brockway 1999). We therefore assume that WoM diffusion frequency is independent 
from WoM valence. Regarding diffusion speed, we expect negative WoM to spread faster than positive WoM as unpleasant or potentially 
dangerous situations lead to a strong negative reaction, the negativity bias (e.g. Ito et al. 1998). This is supported by studies in the 
Finance discipline showing that stock prices tend to reflect bad news faster than good news (Lobo 2000) and that good news have more 
pronounced lagged effects than bad news (Marshall and Walker 2002). This leads to the following two hypotheses:

H1: There is no impact of WoM valence on individual-level WoM diffusion frequency.

H2: WoM diffusion speed is higher for negative WoM than for positive WoM.

Study 2
Study 1 provides insight into the impact of WoM valence on basic WoM diffusion characteristics (i.e. how often and when). 

Study 2 analyzes the influence of social network-related variables on WoM transmission (i.e. to whom). We expect that strong ties are 
activated more frequently than weak ties in WoM diffusion as strong tie relationships tend to be more influential as information sources 
(Brown and Reingen 1987; Reingen and Kernan 1986) and their presence leads to higher levels of WoM (Fitzgerald Bone 1992; Wirtz 
and Chew 2002). Concerning WoM valence, we assume a moderating influence in the sense that this strong-tie preference will be even 
more pronounced for negative than for positive WoM. One the on hand, we expect people to be reluctant to transmit negative WoM 
to weak tie relationships as it tends to be associated with unpleasant messages and a notion of complaining, potentially resulting in 


