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ABSTRACT

Thisstudyinvestigatedhowpotentialcustomers(N=28)respondtotwotypesofelectronicword-
of-mouth(eWOM)regardingthesameproduct.Thestudysimulatedrealitybyhavingparticipants
readeithermainlynegativecommentsfromanindependentdiscussionforum(n=14)ormainly
positivecommentsfromamarketer’swebsite(n=14).Theresultsshowedthattheparticipants’valence
ratings were positive after reading eWOM on the marketer’s website and negative after reading
eWOMontheindependentforum.Althoughthisseemsobvious,itisinterestingthateventhough
thecommentsontheindependentforumwerenotconsideredtrustworthyorexpert,readingthese
commentsnegativelyinfluencedtheproductimage.Participantswhoreadtheindependentforum
ratedtheproductimagesignificantlylowerthanparticipantswhoreadthemarketer’swebsite.After
watchingcommercialvideos,bothgroupsratedtheproductimagehigher;however,thedifference
betweenthegroupsremainedsignificant.TheresultssuggestthattheemotionsevokedbyeWOM
playakeyroleinproductimage.Apracticalimplicationforcompaniesmaybepurchasingtargeted
advertisingondiscussionforumstomanagepotentialcustomers’negativeaffectivereactions.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Word-of-mouth(WOM)referstointerpersonalcommunicationinface-to-facesituationsinwhich
aninformationprovidershareshis/herinformalexperienceswith,informationabout,oropinionsof
products,services,orbrandswithareceiver(e.g.,Sandes&Urdan,2013).Informationproviders
sharetheirexperienceswiththeirfriendsandfamily,whomight,inturn,sharetheseexperiences
forward,therebyspreadinginformationthroughWOM.SincetheriseofInternet2.0,methodsof
sharingexperiencesandsearchingforinformationhavechanged.Electronicword-of-mouth(eWOM)
hasevolvedthroughdifferenttypesofwebsitesthatallowcontentsharing,suchasdiscussionforums,
blogs,andsocialnetworksites(Constantines&Fountain,2008).ThetermeWOMcanbedefinedas
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“anypositiveornegativestatementmadebypotential,actual,orformercustomeraboutaproductor
company,whichismadeavailabletoamultitudeofpeopleandinstitutionsviatheInternet”(Hennig-
Thurau,Gwinner,Walsh,&Gremler,2004).eWOMhasamuchgreaterimpactthantraditionalWOM,
sinceonlineevaluationsandexperienceshavethepotentialtoreachhundredsofthousandsofpeople
worldwide(King,Racherla,&Bush,2014).Forthisreason,eWOMhasbeguntoattractresearchers
frommanydisciplines,suchasmarketingandhuman–computerinteraction(e.g.,Cheung&Thadani,
2012;Chevalier&Mayzlin,2006;Lee&Youn,2009;Trusov,Bucklin,&Pauwels,2009;Yan&
Bhatnagar,2008;Yeap,Ignatius,&Ramayah,2014).

Internetsearchengineshavebecomeimportantsourcesofinformationforconsumers.Recent
surveysshowthatover80%ofconsumersuseonlinesearchenginesbeforemakingpurchasedecisions
(Fleishman-Hillard, 2012; Slaven, 2016). Search engine results often include links to different
typesofdiscussionforumswherepeoplefreelysharetheirexperiencesandopinions.Thus,sources
ofeWOMregardingconsumerproductscanberoughlydividedintotwocategories:independent
(i.e.,general)discussionforumsandmarketers’ownwebsites(i.e.,websitesmaintainedbyabrand,
manufacturer,orretailer)(e.g.,Lee&Youn,2009;Pitta&Fowler,2005).ItisknownthateWOM
followsaU-shapedrelationship,meaningthatconsumerswhosharetheirevaluationsonlinetendto
beeitherveryhappyorveryunhappywithaproductorservice(Dellarocas,Gao,&Narayan,2010).
Ingeneral, independent forums tend tocontainmorenegativeproduct reviews,whilemarketers’
websitestendtocontainmorepositiveproductreviews.Further,theproductreviewsinindependent
forumsaretypicallyconversationalinnature,whilethoseonmarketers’websitesaretypicallyunrelated
individualcommentsandratings.

Consumersconsiderface-to-faceWOMtoconveytrustworthy(informal)informationindependent
fromcompanies’commercialsorintentionstosell(Bickart&Schindler,2001;Lau&Ng,2001;
Miranda,Rubio,Chamorro,&Loureiro,2014).However,companieshaveafinancialincentiveto
induceWOMindifferentways,suchasbyusinginfluencersorbrandambassadorsinfirm-created
WOMcampaignsor“seedingprograms,”compensatingexistingcustomerstoprovideproductreviews,
orstimulatingWOMthroughmoretraditionalmarketingactions(Pauwels,Aksehirli,&Lackman,
2016;Trusovetal.,2009).ThesuspicionthatmarketersmightattempttoinfluenceeWOMmay
affectpeople’sattitudestowardsinformationonmarketers’websites.That is,positiveeWOMon
marketers’websitesmayevokedoubtsorconcernsthatnegativereviewshavebeenfilteredout(Pitta
&Fowler,2005;Reichelt,Sievert,&Jacob,2014).Ontheotherhand,consumerstendtobelievethat
independentforumsincludeeverypieceofinformationaboutaproduct/service,includingnegative
reviews(Yang&Mai,2010).

ResearchhasshownthateWOMinfluencesreaders’attitudes,intentions,andbehaviors(Reichelt
etal.,2014).Forexample,ithasbeenreportedthatpositiveeWOMcontributestopositivepurchase
intentions,whilenegativeeWOMcontributestonegativepurchaseintentions(See-To&Ho,2014).
Further,SandesandUrdan(2013)showedthatexposuretonegativeorpositivecommentscanhave
negativeorpositiveimpactsonbrandimage,respectively.ThereisalsoevidencethateWOMhasa
strongimpactonactualsalesandnewcustomeracquisition(e.g.Chevalier&Mayzlin,2006;Liu,
2006; Trusov et al., 2009). eWOM seems to be particularly important for longer-term business
performance:TheeffectsofWOMlastlongerthantheeffectsofmoretraditionalmarketingactions
(Trusovetal.,2009),andsomeofthelong-termeffectsoftraditionalmarketingcommunications
materializeindirectlythrougheWOM(Pauwelsetal.,2016).

EmotionsandeWOMarecloselylinked.Ithasbeenshownthatthemoreemotion(eithernegative
orpositive)aproductevokes,themoreeWOMitinduces(Sandes&Urdan,2013).Itisalsoknown
thatemotionsarecontagious;thatis,people“catch”emotionsfromotherpeople(Hsee,Hatfield,
Carlson,&Chemtob,1990;Surakka&Hietanen,1998).Thereissomeevidencethatthisisalsothe
caseintext-basedsocialnetworksandcomputer-mediatedcommunicationsystems(Guilloryetal.,
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2011;Kramer,2012).Further,emotionsfunctionashumanmotivators,affectinghowpeopleperceive
subjects and objects. Human emotional experiences can be measured with the help of different
dimensionalscalesdrawnfromthedimensionaltheoryofemotions(Bradley&Lang,1994;Schlosberg,
1954).Themostfrequentlyuseddimensionsarevalence(varyingfromunpleasanttopleasant)and
arousal(varyingfromrelaxedtoaroused).Inadditiontochangesinexperiences,emotionsalsocause
changesinhumanphysiology,motorfunction,andexpressivebehavior.Forexample,thechangesin
facialelectromyographic(EMG)signalscanreflectchangesinexperiencedvalence.Moreprecisely,
the corrugator superciliifacialmuscle(activatedwhenfrowning)activatesduringnegativeemotions
(e.g.,apersonfrownsinresponsetonegativestimuli)andrelaxesduringpositiveemotions(Hietanen,
Surakka,&Linnakoski,1998;Larsen,Norris,&Cacioppo,2003).

The research on eWOM is still nascent, and more research is needed on, for example, the
effectsofeWOMindifferentplatformsonconsumers’behaviors(Lee&Youn,2009;Reicheltet
al.,2014).Thelimitedfindingsonthistopicareneitherconclusivenorcongruent(Lee&Youn,
2009).BickartandSchindler(2001)foundthatparticipantswhogatheredinformationfromonline
discussionforumsreportedgreaterinterestintheproducttopicthanthosewhogatheredinformation
frommarketer-generatedwebsites.Ontheotherhand,ithasalsobeenfoundthatthetypeofforum
towhichcommentsareposted(i.e.,independentversusmarketer-generated)doesnot,onitsown,
affectattitudestowardsbrandsorproducts(Lee&Youn,2009;Xue&Phelps,2004).Thepresent
studyaimedtoextendourunderstandingoftheeffectsofdifferenttypesofeWOMonconsumers’
emotionalresponsesand,further,onproductimage.Inaddition,advertisingisknowntobeoneofthe
majorcomponentsofbrandimagecreation(Meenaghan,1995).However,thereisalackofresearch
on theeffectsofcommercialsonbrand/product image in thecontextofeWOM.Toaddress this
researchgap,wesimulatedthereal-lifesituationinwhichthetoneofeWOMinindependentforums
ismainlynegative,whilethatonmarketers’websitesismainlypositive.Specifically,westudied
theconsequencesforproductimageofinformationsearchersfirstfindingnegativecommentsinan
independentdiscussionforumversusfindingpositivecommentsonamanufacturer’swebsiteand
whethercommercialscanmodifythisimage.

Thespecificaimwasthreefold.First,thisstudysoughttoinvestigatehowpeoplerespondtotwo
typesofeWOMregardingthesameproduct.Morespecifically,weexploredwhetherthetwostudied
forumtypeshavedifferenteffectsonreaders’emotionalexperiences;ratingsofdiscussionexpertise,
trustworthiness,andhelpfulness;and,finally,willingnesstobuytheproduct.Thecommentsusedin
thestudywereoriginalcommentscollectedfromthetwostudiedtypesofforums.Second,thestudy
soughttodeterminewhetherreadingeWOMcommentsinfluencesproductimage.Third,itexplored
whethertheproductimageratingdevelopedfromreadingtheeWOMdiscussionscouldbemodulated
bywatchingcommercialsoftheproduct.

TostudytheeffectsofeWOMaspurelyaspossible,weselectedacontextinwhichtheparticipants
belonged to a potential product target group, but did not have strong preconceptions about the
product.Thestudiedproductwasaspecificmodelandbrandofsnowtire.InFinland,wherethis
studywasconducted,itismandatorytousesnowtiresfromDecembertoFebruary.Thus,Finnish
carownersmustoccasionallyconsiderwhichsnowtirestopurchase.Theparticipantsinthisstudy
werecurrentlytakingdrivinglessonsorhadrecentlyacquiredadriver’slicense,butdidnotyetown
acar.Thus,itwasassumedthattheparticipantshadnoexperiencebuyingorusingsnowtires,but
wouldconsiderpurchasingsnowtiresinthefuture.Theparticipantsinthisstudywerebetween17
and19yearsoldandbelongedtotheso-called“GenerationZ,”whichcomprisespeoplebornafter
1994(Balakrishnan,Dahnil,&Yi,2014;Williams,Page,Petrosky,&Hernandez,2010)whohave
hadaccesstoinformationtechnologyfromanearlyageandarecomfortableusingnewinformation
technologymethods(includingeWOM)tosearchforinformation.
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METHodS

Participants
Thestudycomprisedatotalof28(19female,9male)voluntaryparticipants.Themeanageofthe
participantswas17.9years(range:17to19years).Bytheirownreport,allparticipantshadnormal
hearingandvision.Allwere indrivingschoolorhad recentlyacquired theirdriving license (in
Finland,onecangetadriver’slicenseattheageof18andbegindrivingschoolsixmonthsprior).
Allwerecompensatedfortheirparticipationwithtwomovietickets.

Apparatus and Physiological Measurements
TheeWOMforumswerepresentedtotheparticipantsonalaptopcomputer.Videocommercials
werepresentedusingE-Prime2.0software(PsychologySoftwareTools,Pittsburgh,PA)running
onaPCcomputerwithaWindows7operatingsystem.Theparticipantswatchedthevideoson55”
flat-screenTVatadistanceofapproximatelyonemeter.

FacialEMGactivitywasmeasuredusingtheNexus-10physiologicalmonitoringdevice(Mind
MediaB.V.).Thesamplingratewas2048Hz.ThefacialEMGmeasurementsweretakenfromthe
leftsideofthefaceabovethe corrugator superciliimuscle(activatedwhenfrowning)usingbipolar
pre-gelledAg/AgClsinteredelectrodes.Thegroundelectrodewasplacedoverthemastoidbone.To
measuretheEMG,wefollowedFridlundandCacioppo’s(1986)guidelines.Ananaloghigh-pass
.5Hzfilterwasused,andtheEMGwasfurtherdigitallypass-bandfiltered(4th-orderButterworth)
from20to500Hz.

Stimuli
TwoInternetforumswereusedasprimingstimuli.GroupAreadanindependentforum,andgroupB
readamarketer’swebsite.Bothforumsincludeddiscussionsconcerningaspecificsnowtiremodeland
brand.Bothforumswererealwebpagesthathadbeenslightlymodifiedtoallowforofflineaccess.
Thewebpageswereshownofflinetoensurethatthepagesstayedthesamethroughouttheexperiment
(i.e.,toexcludethepossibleeffectsofdynamicallychangingcommercials)forallparticipants.

Bothforumsincluded11comments.Themarketer’sforumincludedeightpositivecomments
andthreeneutralcomments,andtheindependentforumincludedeightnegativecommentsandthree
neutralcommentsaboutthesamesnowtire.Theorderofthecommentswasasfollows:threepositive/
negative,oneneutral,twopositive/negative,twoneutral,threepositive/negative.Thecommentswere
authenticpostingsselectedfromtheoriginalforums.Thewordcountwasnearlyidenticalforboth
forums,sothediscussionsreadbyeachgroupwereequallylong.

Theparticipantswereshownfivedifferentcommercialvideosproducedbythetiremanufacturer.
Thevideosweremeantfordigitaldistributionandshowedhowthetireswouldreactindifferent
(weather)conditions.Thestyleofthevideoswasspeedyandcaptivating.Thatis,thevideoscould
bedescribedasentertainingcontentmarketingrather than traditionalcommercialsconcentrating
solelyonproductfeatures.Themeanvideodurationwas50seconds.

Procedure
Theparticipants tookpart in the experiment individually.First, the experimenter introduced the
sound-attenuatedandelectromagneticallyshieldedlaboratoryandexplainedthatthepurposeofthe
experimentwastodeterminepeople’sreactionsandfeelingstoadriving-relatedadvertisement.Then,
eachparticipantsignedaninformedconsentform.

Afterprovidingbackgroundanddemographicinformation,eachparticipantwasaskedtoimagine
thatshe/hewasabouttobuyanewsetofsnowtires.Thefirstthingtodowouldbetosearchfor
informationusingtheInternet.Atthispoint,theparticipantwasgivenalaptopopentoeitheran
independent(GroupA)oramarketer-generated(GroupB)forumandwastoldthatthiswouldbethe
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firstpagetheyfoundintheirsearch.Theparticipantwasaskedtocarefullyreadtheforumcomments
athisorherownpace.TheparticipantswereassignedrandomlytoGroupAorGroupB.

Afterreadingtheforumcomments,theparticipantfilledintwoquestionnaires.First,theparticipant
ratedthevalenceandarousalhe/sheexperiencedduringthereading.Thevalenceandarousalscales
werenine-pointbipolarscalesthatvariedfromone(unpleasant/relaxed)tonine(pleasant/aroused),
withfiverepresentinganeutralfeeling(neitherunpleasantnorpleasant/neitherrelaxednoraroused).
Theparticipantalsoratedstatementsregardingtheexpertiseandtrustworthinessofthecomments,
whetherthecommentsbehelpfulinselectingthetires,andpurchaseintentionswithnine-pointLikert
scalesthatvariedfromone(Idisagree)tonine(Iagree).Second,theparticipantfilledinaproduct
imageformassociatingthesnowtireswith17adjectivesonascalethatvariedfromone(Idisagree)
tonine(Iagree).Theadjectivesdescribedfeaturesthatthemanufacturerpreferredtobelinkedtoits
snowtires(e.g.goodgriponice,goodprice–qualityratio,andlownoiselevel).

Then,theparticipantwasseatedinachair.First,theparticipantwatchedthefivecommercial
videosdescribedearlieronebyoneinarandomizedorderwhilehis/hercorrugator superciliiEMG
activitywasmeasured.Toexplainthephysiologicalmeasurements,theparticipantwastoldpriorto
theexperimentthathis/herskinconductanceactivitywouldbemeasuredusingsensorsattachedto
theface.Thisexplanationwasusedbecauseourobjectivewastomeasurespontaneousfacialmuscle
activations,andknowledgeaboutthefacialmusclemeasurementsmighthavecausedtheparticipant
toexaggerateorinhibithis/herfacialexpressions.Betweeneachvideo,thetelevisionscreenstayed
blackforapauseof30secondsinordertomeasurethebaselineandpost-stimulusactivityneeded
toanalyzethephysiologicalsignals.

Finally,theparticipantwatchedthevideosagaininarandomizedorderandratedhis/herexperience
onfourdifferentscales.First,theparticipantevaluatedthevalenceandarousalexperiencedonnine-
pointbipolarscalessimilartothoseusedforthediscussionforumevaluation.Then,theparticipant
evaluatedthevideoswithtwonine-pointLikertscalesmeasuringlikingofthecommercial(“Iliked
thiscommercial”)andbelongingtothecommercial’stargetgroup(“Thiscommercialismeantfor
someonelikeme”).Thescalesvariedfromone(Idisagree)tonine(Iagree).Afterratingthevideos,
theparticipantagainfilledintheproductimageform.

Aftertheexperiment,theparticipantwasdebriefedaboutthepurposeoftheexperimentandthe
actualuseofthepsychophysiologicalmeasurements.Thetotalexperimentdurationwasapproximately
onehourforeachparticipant.

data Analysis
EMGresponseswereextractedbyaveragingrectifiedsamplevalues.A1000millisecondpre-stimulus
baselinecorrectionwasperformed.MeanEMGresponseswereanalyzedbothduringthevideosand
1000millisecondsafterstimulusoffsettomeasurereactionsduringandafterthevideos.

Thedatawereanalyzedwithpairwiset-testsusingIBMSPSS®Statisticsversion23(SPSS
Inc.,Chicago,IL).

RESULTS

eWoM Ratings
Themeanvalenceandarousalratings(±standarderrorsofthemeans,SEMs)areshowninFigure1.
ThepairwisecomparisonsshowedthatGroupBratedtheexperiencedvalenceassignificantlymore
pleasantthanGroupA,t(26)=6.16,p<.001,d=2.43.Thebetween-groupdifferencesinarousal
ratingswerenotstatisticallysignificant.

Theotherratings(±SEMs)areshowninFigure2.Thepairwiset-testshowedthatGroupBrated
commentsassignificantlymoreexpert,t(26)=7.31,p<.001,d=2.79;trustworthy,t(26)=3.99,
p<.001,d=1.51;andhelpful,t(26)=4.34,p<.001,d=1.66,thanGroupA.Purchaseintention
ratingsdidnotdifferstatisticallysignificantlybetweenthegroups.
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Reactions to the Commercials
Ratings of the Commercials
The mean valence and arousal ratings (± SEMs) (averaged over all videos) while watching the
videosareshowninFigure3.Thepairwisecomparisonforthevalenceratingswasnotstatistically
significantbetweenthetwogroups.ThearousalratingsweresignificantlyhigherforGroupAthan
GroupB,t(26)=2.60,p<.05,d=0.98.

Theratingsforthelikingofthecommercialorbelongingtothecommercial’stargetgroup(see
Figure4)werenotstatisticallysignificantlydifferentbetweenthetwogroups.

Figure 1. Ratings of valence and arousal while reading the discussions

Figure 2. Other ratings while reading the discussions
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Corrugator Supercilii Responses
Meancorrugator superciliiactivitychanges(±SEMs)duringthevideosandfivesecondsafterthe
videosareshowninFigure5.Thepairwisecomparisonbetweenthetwogroupswasnotstatistically
significantateitherpoint.

Figure 3. Ratings of valence and arousal while watching the commercials

Figure 4. Other ratings while watching the commercials
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Evaluation of the Product Image
Figure6showsthemeanproductimageratings(±SEMs).Thepairwisecomparisonshowedthatthe
productimagewasratedsignificantlyhigher(i.e.,asbetterreflectingthefeaturesthemanufacturer
preferredtobelinkedtotheproduct)inGroupBthaninGroupA,t(26)=2.44,p<.05,d=0.97.
AfterreadingtheeWOM,theparticipantsinGroupBratedtheproductimagesignificantlyhigherthan
participantsinGroupA,t(26)=2.04,p=.05,d=0.80.Furthermore,afterwatchingthecommercials,
thetwogroupsproducedsignificantlydifferentproductratings,t(26)=2.49,p<.05,d=0.94.

Watchingthecommercialvideossignificantlyincreasedtheoverallproductimageratings,t(26)
=7.54,p<.01,d=0.35.GroupAratedtheproductimagesignificantlyhigherafterwatchingthe
commercialsthanafterreadingtheeWOM,t(13)=4.33,p<.01,d=1.17.Thesameeffectwas
foundforGroupB,t(13)=6.71,p<.01,d=1.79.

dISCUSSIoN

Inthispaper,weexaminedtheevaluationsandemotionalexperiencesevokedbyeWOM,aswellas
theeffectofeWOMonproductimage.Inaddition,westudiedwhethertheproductimageratings
evokedbyreadingeWOMdiscussionscouldbemodulatedbywatchingproductcommercials.Our
resultsshowedthat thepositiveeWOMonthemarketer’swebsitewasevaluatedasmoreexpert,
trustworthy,andhelpfulinselectingsnowtiresthanthenegativeeWOMontheindependentforum.
Inaddition,thoseparticipantswhoonlyreadthepositivecommentsonthemarketer’swebsiterated
theirexperiencedvalenceduringreadingashigherthanthoseparticipantswhoonlyreadthenegative
commentsontheindependentforum.Purchaseintentionratingsdidnotdifferbetweenthetwogroups.
However,readingtheeWOMhadasignificanteffectonproductimageevaluations.Itisinteresting
thateventhoughthecommentsontheindependentforumwerenotconsideredtobetrustworthyor
expert,readingthesecommentsnegativelyimpactedproductimage.Specifically,participantswho
readthenegativecommentsontheindependentforumratedtheproductimagesignificantlylower
(asmeasuredbythefeaturespreferredbythemanufacturer)thanparticipantswhoreadthepositive

Figure 5. Changes in the level of activation of the corrugator supercilii muscle
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commentsonthemarketer’swebsite.Thiseffectwasfoundtwice:first,afterreadingtheeWOM,
andsecond,afterwatchingthecommercials.Importantly,watchingthecommercialsimprovedthe
productimageforbothgroups,althoughthebetween-groupdifferencewasstillpresent.

Asdiscussedintheintroduction,consumerstendtotrustpeerconsumersmorethanadvertisers
ormarketers.Inaddition,accordingtoearlierresearch,negativereviewsareconsideredmoreuseful
and/orcredible thanpositivereviews(Park&Lee,2009;Zhang,Craciun,&Shin,2010).Inour
study,however,thiswasnotthecase.Ourfindingsshowthatthepositivecommentsonthemarketer’s
websitewereevaluatedasmoretrustworthyandhelpfulinselectingsnowtiresthanthenegative
commentsontheindependentforum.Thisfindingissomewhat inlinewiththefindingsofKim
andGupta(2012),whofoundthatpeopletendtoratenegativereviewsaslessinformationalthan
positivereviewsbecausepeoplefindnegativeemotionstobeirrational.Webpagereputationsare
alsointerwovenwithinformationcredibility(Toms&Taves,2004).Thus,itispossiblethatifthe
independentforumusedinourstudyhadapoorreputation,participantsmayhavebeenmorelikelyto
ratethecommentsfromthisforumasuntrustworthyandnon-expert.However,furtherinvestigation
isneededtovalidatethisassumption.Theimpactofwebsitereputationoncommentusefulnessand
credibilityhasbeensaidtobeevengreaterwhenthepre-purchaseevaluationprocessisdifficultor
complex(Park&Lee,2009).Inthepresentstudy,wewereparticularlyinterestedintheeffectsof
eWOMonpotentialcustomerswhodidnothavepreviousexperiencewiththeproduct,whichlikely
increasedtheinfluenceoftheforum’sreputationonthetargetgroup.

Ourfindingswereinlinewithseveralstudiesthathavefoundthatnegativecommentsaremore
influential thanpositiveones (e.g.,Chevalier&Mayzlin,2006;Park&Lee,2009). It hasbeen
shownthatnegativeeWOMhastheabilitytodamagebrandimageandnegativelyaffectconsumers’
purchaseintentions(Sandes&Urdan,2013;See-To&Ho,2014).Inthepresentstudy,thenegative
commentsintheindependentforumhadanegativeinfluenceonproductimage,eventhoughthey
wereconsidereduntrustworthyandunhelpful.Thus,itisimportantforcompaniestoactivelycollect
informationonconsumers’experiencesandemotionsandusethisinformationtolowercustomer
dissatisfaction inorder to reducenegativeeWOM(Bachleda&Berrada-Fathi,2016).Marketers
shouldnotoverlookorunderrateless-trustedcommentsordiscussionsinless-trustedwebsites,since

Figure 6. Ratings of the product image
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thesecanstillimpactproductimageandconsumerbehavior.Theresultsofthisstudyindicatethat
marketersshouldcontinuetoinvestinpublishingeWOMontheirownwebsites,sinceeWOMreferrals
onmarketers’ownsitescanbeconsideredtrustworthyandexpert.Itisalsopossibleforcompanies
totakeactionsfor/againsteWOMby,forexample,answeringbothpositiveandnegativecomments
orstimulatingeWOMthroughincentivesandcampaigns.ThereisevidencethatmanagingeWOM
byrespondingactivelytocommentscanpositivelyaffectaproduct’sorcompany’simage(Sandes
&Urdan,2014)andthatinvestingineWOMcampaignscanattractnewcustomers(Trusovetal.,
2009).Thereisalsoevidencethatconsumersuseproductreviewsduringtheconsiderationstagemore
thanduringthechoicestage(Jang,Prasad,&Ratchford,2012);hence,managingeWOMcanhave
apowerfuleffectonpeople’sproductperceptionsduringtheearlystagesofthepurchaseprocess.

Further,thisstudyfoundnodifferencebetweentheexperimentalgroupswithrespecttopurchase
intentions,eventhoughthenegativeandpositivecommentshadanimpactonproductimage.Sandes
andUrdan(2013)similarlyfoundthatexposuretonegativeandpositivecommentsimpactedbrand
imagebutdidnotchangepurchaseintentions.Ofcourse,self-reportedpurchaseintentionsdonot
necessarilyreflectactualconsumerbehaviorsinrealpurchasesituations.

Earlierfindingsontheemotionaleffectsofemotionalexpressionsinwrittenonlinecomments
havebeencontradictory.Ononehand,thereisevidencethatemotionsspreadviaindirecttext-based
communicationsmedia(e.g.,Guilloryetal.,2011;Kramer,2012).Ontheother,KimandGupta
(2012), forexample, showed thatneitherpositivenornegativeemotionalexpressions in reviews
affectedparticipants’ownaffectivestates.Inourstudy,readingpositiveornegativeeWOMhada
significanteffectonparticipants’experiencedpleasantness,eventhoughthecommentswereprimarily
relatedtoproductfeaturesanddidnotcontainintenseemotionalexpressions.Earlierresearchhas
shownthatacustomer’saffectivestatecaninfluence,forexample,productevaluations(e.g.,Gorn,
Goldberg,&Basu,1993).Oneexplanationisthatwhenpeoplefeelgoodorbad,theytendtouse
theiraffectivereactionsasrelevantinformationinmakingevaluativejudgements(Schwarz&Clore,
1983).Thatis,positivefeelingsleadtopositivejudgementsaboutatarget,whilenegativefeelings
leadtonegativejudgements.Ourresultsshowthatreadingpositivecommentsevokedmorepositive
affectivestates,whichmayhaveelicitedmorepositiveproductratings.

The evaluation of the manufacturer-produced video commercials revealed no statistically
significantdifferenceinexperiencedvalencebetweenthetwoexperimentalgroups.Theparticipants
in both groups rated their feelings while watching the commercials as quite positive. However,
theratingsofexperiencedarousalrevealedthatthosewhoreadtheindependentforumratedtheir
experiencedarousalwhilewatchingthevideosashigherthanthosewhoreadthecommentsfrom
themarketer’swebsite.Further,eventhoughthedifferencewasnotstatisticallysignificant,Figure
5illustratesthatthosewhoreadtheindependentforumcommentstendedtoexperienceactivation
ofthecorrugator superciliimuscle(i.e.,frowning)moreoftenthanthosewhoreadthecomments
fromthemarketer’swebsite.Thesefindingsmaysuggestthatthosewhoreadthecommentsfromthe
independentforumfoundwatchingthecommercialsmoreconfusingorarousingbecausethemessages
inthecommentsandthecommercialswerecontradictory(i.e.,thecommentswerenegative,butthe
commercialswerepositive).

Watchingthecommercialsaffectedtheproductimageforbothgroups.Theproductimageratings
weresignificantlyhigherafterthecommercialsthanimmediatelyafterreadingtheeWOM.Thus,the
resultssuggestthatcompaniescanreduceordiminishtheimpactofnegativeeWOMbyinvestingin
marketing.ItmightalsobebeneficialtotargetmarketingtowardindependenteWOMforums,such
asbyaddingalinktoacompanywebpage.Thisstrategymayencourageuserstogatherothertypes
ofproductfeedbackorinformation.

VariouseWOMforumsofferpotentialcustomersvastbodiesofinformation.AstheInternet
growsinimportanceasaprimarysourceforinformationaboutproductsand/orservices,theroleof
eWOMisbecomingincreasinglysignificant.Traditionally,consumers’decision-makingprocesses
havebeenbelievedtobelinear,suchthatcustomerssystematicallynarrowdownbrandchoicesuntil
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aselectionismade.Recently,however,ithasbeensuggestedthatthedecisionjourneyisamuch
moredynamiccontinuousloop,inwhichcustomersaddanddeletebrandsbasedoninformationfrom
onlinesources,suchasonlinereviewsandsocialmedia(Elzinga,Mulder,&Vetvik,2009).Thus,the
decision-makingprocessistypicallymuchmorecomplexinrealitythanintheexperimentalsetupof
ourstudy.Anotherlimitationofthepresentstudyisrelatedtotheexperimentaldesign.Thepurposewas
tosimulateacommonreal-lifesituation,inwhichreviewsonmarketers’websitesarepositivelyskewed
andcommentsinindependentforumsarenegativelyskewed.Thus,theexperimentalsetuplacked
conditionsinwhichthemarketer’swebsitecontainedmorenegativecommentsandtheindependent
forumcontainedmorepositivecomments.Furtherstudiesshouldusethiskindofdesigntorefine
thecurrentconclusionsabouttheeffectsofcommentsonvalenceandtheroleofeWOMplatforms.

Inconclusion,ourresultsshowthateWOMhasacleareffectonreaders’experiencedpleasantness,
whichfurthermanifestsinperceptionsofproductimage.Thiswasthecaseforourparticipantseven
thoughthenegativecommentsontheindependentforumwerenotexperiencedastrustworthyor
expert.OurresultssuggestthattheemotionsevokedbyeWOMcommentsplayakeyroleinproduct
imageconsiderations.Thus,bymanagingtheaffectivereactionsofpeoplewhoreadeWOM,itmight
bepossibletoaffecthowpeoplethinkaboutandjudgeproducts.EarlierresearchoneWOMhas
focusedonentertainment,suchasmoviesandsocialnetworksites,oronlineretailers,suchasonline
bookstores.OurresultssuggestthattheeffectsofeWOMonemotionsandproductimagearealso
significantinmoretraditionalproductcategories,suchaswintertires.
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