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ABSTRACT:  

The literature reviewing of Word-of-Mouth Communication shows a few deficiencies in 

conceptualization of this informal communication form. The paper synthesizes some of the views that authors 

identified in the literature and explores the relationship between customer satisfaction and this particular 

form of communicative  behavior. 

 

  

A big part of the managerial literature considers that informal interpersonal verbal communication 

process (engl. “word-of-mouth communication”, WOM) is one of the most powerful market forces (Bansal 

and Voyer, 2000, p. 166), having a powerful persuasive character and being efficient (Bristor, 1990). This 

because consumers rely a lot on the informal communication sources and/or personal sources against formal 

and organizational  sources (advertising campaigns) in adopting purchasing decisions. Early studies 

suggested that WOM is nine times more efficient compared to traditional advertising regarding unfavorable 

predispositions or neutral in positive attitudes (Day, 1971). More recently, Hogan et.al. (2004) have 

demonstrated that WOM can triple the advertising efficiency. 

 In this communication form, the emitter (the source) of the information has nothing to gain from the 

subsequent actions of the receiver. All though there are many opinions referring to the power and utility of 

WOM, there are (surprisingly) few empiric studies that have studied its “procedural” aspects. There are few 

studies that have examined effects of WOM communication on purchasing decisions of the receiver. And 

also, only a handful of studies have been oriented towards examination of WOM creation, respectively of 

factors and conditions that favor or inhibit the apparition. 

 Many of the studies dedicated to this form of communication have been oriented towards products. 

In recent years we can see an increased attention dedicated to WOM communication from the service 

customers ( Mazzarol, Sweeney, Soutar, 2007; Sweeney, Soutar and Mazzarol, 2008). This form of 

communication has a greater influencein the context of services because these have a intangible character and 

are hard to evaluate before purchasing, do not have standards or warranty, being associated with higher risks 

than in the case of goods. 

 WOM represents “informal communication between private parties in which probucts and services 

are evaluated” (Anderson, 1998; Mazzarol, Sweeney, Soutar, 2007). Westbrook (1987, p. 261) defined this 

form of communication as “informal communication directed towards other customers about possession, 

utilization or characteristics of certain goods or services, and/or of their sales persons”. Söderlund and 

Rosengren (2007, p. 124) appreciates that “WOM behavior is conceived as informal transfer about buying 

and consumption between customers”. Typically, there are two types of WOM communication: positive 

WOM communication and negative WOM communication.  

 The literature reviewing shows a few deficiencies in conceptualization of this informal 

communication form. First of all, WOM conceptualizations have the tendency to be simplistic, and 

measuring was based on the communication frequency. (Gremler and Brown, 1999; Hartline and Jones, 

1996; Westbrook, 1987) or on the probability that individuals to engage in such behavior (Hartline and Jones, 

1996; Parasuraman et.al, 1988).According to Mazzarol, Sweeney and Soutar (2007, p. 1476), WOM 

communication is (at least potentially) is a richer construct, that requires a more detailed examination. Along 

favorable or unfavorable comments  that consumers make about their shopping, enthusiasm or novelty should 

be taken into consideration as aspects of this type of communication. Harrison-Walker (2001) made an 

important step in research through development of two constructs of WOM communication, respectively 

“eulogy” and “activity”. “Eulogy” is similar to the valence concept, although the latter refers just to the case 

in which a comment is positive or negative. After how Anderson suggests (1998), WOM communication is 

typically either on the positive extreme, either on the negative one; it refers to vivid, memorable experiences 

and can include or not an active recommendation. 

159



Annals of the „Constantin Brâncuşi” University of Târgu Jiu, Economy Series, Issue  4/2012 
 

ACADEMICA BRÂNCUŞI” PUBLISHER, ISSN 1844 – 7007 

 Secondly, WOM communication is often approached as a part of a larger concept, like loyalty 

(Zeithaml et.al., 1996). Loyalty, even if it is defined in different ways based on the attitude faze from the 

decision process (Oliver, 1999), it depends on a favorable attitude that is based on cognitive, affective and co 

native history and on positive rebuying intentions. Therefore, WOM communication is different from loyalty. 

 Thirdly, few studies have examined the process of WOM communication creation, respectively 

mechanisms and conditions that intensify or inhibit its production. It’s important to be subjected to analyses, 

for example, conditions that determine the satisfied customers to activate such communication (Gremler and 

Brown, 1999). 

 An unsatisfied customer will have the tendency to make a complaint, to change the  supplier or to 

engage in a negative WOM communication (Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2004). Contrary, a satisfied customer 

probably will rebuy the service or it will recommend to others (Athanassopoulos, Gounaris and 

Stathakopoulos, 2001; Yu and Dean, 2001). The link between satisfaction and positive WOM communication 

received a theoretical and empiric support in literature (Bitner, 1990; Athanassopoulos, Gounaris and 

Stathakopoulos, 2001; Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003; Babin et, al., 2005). Athanassopoulos, Gounaris and 

Stathakopoulos (2001) have discovered that customer satisfaction towards bank services was positively 

associated with positive WOM communication. Same result was reported by Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) 

in the investigation made on residential land lines customers, respectively by Babin et.al. (2005) in the study 

on restauration services customers. 

 The literature shows us a conflictual evidence regarding the impact of satisfaction levels on 

utilization measure of WOM communication activity. Although the positive relation between satisfaction and 

WOM communication is supported on an empiric aspect (Richins, 1983; Halstead, 2002; Westbrook, 1987), 

in the sense that satisfied customers participate at WOM activities more than the unsatisfied ones, there is a 

theoretical and practical support for a reversed relationship (unsatisfied customers participated at WOM 

activities more than the satisfied ones). Studies that support this reversed relationship are Holmes and Lett, 

1977; Swan and Oliver, 1989; Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2004. There are at least three explanations for these 

discoveries without similarities (Ladhari, 2007, p. 1094). First of all, numerous aspects have been taken into 

consideration by researchers for WOM communication frequency evaluation. These aspects include number 

of contacts made (Anderson, 1998; Halstead, 2002), number of persons to involved in conversation 

(Westbrook, 1987), number of subjects discussed (Westbrook, 1987), and probability to discuss with other 

people (Derbaix and Vanhamme, 2003). Secondly, numerous factors can encourage or discourage an 

individual to engage himself in more or less WOM type activities. These factors include the desire to warn a 

friend, a neighbor or an associate; the desire to reduce cognitive dissonance, power and prestige feelings, 

reluctance in spreading bad news, the need to remove doubt about self buying, the need to increase 

involvement with a desirable group (Harrison-Walker, 2001). Thirdly, financial, psychological, physical or 

social risks associated with buying can increase involvement and can determine as a result the increase of 

commitment in WOM type activities. 

 

 
Table 1. Types of WOM communication and its measuring 

 

Authors Type of WOM and measures Products and services 

Richins(1983) Engagement in negative or unfavorable WOM 

communication (1 item). To tell to at least one 

friend or acquaintance about dissatisfaction was 

considered as a WOM commitment    

Clothing 

Westbrook (1987) WOM quantity (3 items). Index made from the 

average of  reported frequencies of discussions with 

other people, number of involved persons and 

number of discussed problems. 

Cable television service 

Swan and Oliver 

(1989) 

Favorability of WOM communication (1 item) 

“Have you told mostly positive or negative things 

about the car?” 

Cars 

Anderson (1998) WOM frequency (1 item)  

Number of individuals to whom has been talked to 

regarding recent experiences on quality 

Most recent experience 

Athanassopoulos et.al. 

(2001) 

Positive WOM communication (3 items) 

Recommending the bank to friends and 

acquaintances; encouraging friends and 

acquaintances to make business with the bank; 

informing other customers of the bank about 

complaints (from “strong accord” to “strong 

Commercial bank 
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disaccord”)  

Halstead (2002) WOM favorability (1 item) 

WOM favorability appreciated from “very 

negative” to “very positive”; 

WOM domain (of extension) 

Number of persons which were told about the 

carpet 

Carpet 

Derbaix and 

Vanhamme (2003) 

WOM frequency (1 item) 

Number of people to which a surprising experience 

is told 

Most recent surprising 

experience of consume or 

purchasing 

Zeelenberg and Pieters 

(2004) 

Negative WOM communication degree (3 items) 

To tell friends and acquaintances about the 

experience; to tell the partner and/or the relatives 

about this experience; discourages others from 

using the service provider (from “in no case” to “in 

a big measure”) 

A regrettable personal 

experience about a 

unsatisfactory delivery of a 

service  

Babin et.al (2005) WOM intentions (3 items) 

Intentions to say positive things about the restaurant 

and other persons; intention to recommend the 

restaurant to a different customer that looks for 

advice; intention to encourage friends and relatives 

to visit the restaurant (from “strong accord” to 

“strong disaccord”).  

The experience of a 

restaurant dinner 

Source: selection from Ladhari, 2007, p. 1095. 

 

Conclusion 
 Informal interpersonal verbal communication conceptualization is still marked by certain 

deficiencies, linked either to the defining of simplicity, either to the confusion created with other post 

purchasing behavioral manifestations, like loyalty. 

 In the metaanalyses run by DeMatos and Vargas Rossi (2008), 89 studies have been discovered in 

which satisfaction was approached as a history to informal interpersonal verbal communication, and the 

medium correlation coefficient was 0,44 (p. 596). Such as, the first metaanalyse hypothesis, meaning that 

customer satisfaction is an antecedent of WOM communication was confirmed. 
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