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                     Word-of-mouth is more than recommendations
Abstract
Word-of-mouth (WOM) is often operationalized as recommendations, which is only one among several aspects of WOM. Therefore, a focus on recommendations is likely to misrepresent what customers say to other customers. Our empirical study found support for this argument: we found that the sender’s telling of what had happened to him/her, in terms of a story, is an additional part of WOM. We also found that customer satisfaction, generally considered a main determinant of WOM (when it is narrowly defined as recommendations), is a less potent predictor of WOM than the level of incongruence of the event triggering WOM. 

                                                                Introduction

Word-of-mouth (WOM) is an important source of information when customers make purchasing decisions (Cheung et al., 2007; Mangold et al., 1999; Schellekens et al., 2010). Therefore, it is not surprising that many researchers attempt to identify antecedents of WOM. And one of the most robust findings during the last 30 years is that customer satisfaction has an impact on WOM. A closer look at empirical studies of the satisfaction-WOM link, however, reveals that the majority of researchers involved in such studies have measured WOM with items capturing recommendations – typically the intent to recommend (e.g., with specific questionnaire items such as “How likely is it that you would recommend XYZ to a friend?”). Reichheld (2003), in a provocative article, has even suggested that recommendation intent is the only information the marketer would need about customers to make predictions of the firm’s sales growth. 
Yet many conceptual definitions of WOM, such as “the customer’s informal communications directed at other customers about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of particular goods and services and/or their sellers” (de Matos and Rossi, 2008), acknowledge that WOM may comprise also other aspects than explicit recommendations. Given that humans have a strong tendency to process and share information in terms of stories (Adaval and Wyer, 1998; Escalas, 2004), we believe that the typical content of customer-to-customer conversations about commercially-related experiences contains a story in which one individual A tells another individual B what has happened to him/her during one particular incident. Indeed, we believe that (a) few conversations would contain only recommendation content and that (b) recommendation content typically is embedded in a “tell-what-happened” content. Given this view of WOM, it is far from clear that customer satisfaction would have an impact also on “tell-what-happened” content. And given that satisfaction does not have an impact on “tell-what-happened” content, one wonders what the relevant factors are. In this paper, the purpose is to explore these issues. The intended contribution is to broaden the nomological network of the “satisfaction-leads-to-recommendation” paradigm in existing research, by allowing for more precision in what consumers actually say to each other when they talk about their commercially-related experiences. 
                                        Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses
We do not question that WOM following a commercially-related experience (e.g., a service encounter or using a product) can comprise explicit recommendations from a sender to a receiver. Yet a main premise in this paper is that WOM is likely to contain also other aspects. Some researchers acknowledge this potential when they view WOM as sharing thoughts about a commercially-related experience (Söderlund and Rosengren, 2007). Obviously, sharing thoughts may not necessarily be accompanied by explicit recommendations. What, then, is meant by sharing “thoughts”? 
We assume that a common way to share thoughts after a commercially-related experience is to tell others what happened in terms of descriptions of causally and temporally related sequences of events framed within one particular situation. In other words, such “tell-what-happened” content is likely to be presented in terms of a story about what took place. Indeed, a story format seems to be a natural way to organize one’s experiences (Adaval and Wyer, 1998; Escalas, 2004), and we believe that it is also a natural way of informing others about one’s experiences. Moreover, we believe that recommendations, if they occur, typically are embedded in such stories and thus that a recommendation per se, devoid of a story framework, is relatively rare. For our purposes here, a story should be understood as a narrative in which one particular person (in our case: the sender of WOM) is foregrounded and in which he or she interacts with other persons (e.g., a firm representative such a salesperson) during an event or the succession of events (Deighton et al., 1989; Stern, 1994). Given this, we hypothesize that “tell-what-happened” content in consumer-to-consumer conversations represents a distinct and different verbal activity vis-à-vis explicit recommendation content (Hypothesis 1). This thus means that we believe that WOM research focused only on explicit recommendations is likely to misrepresent the extent to which other aspects are covered in customer-to-customer conversations. The prevalent practice of measuring WOM by questions related to recommendation intent indeed signals that relatively little is known about what customers actually say to each other when engaged in conversations about commercially-related topics. 
Furthermore, and as already indicated, copious studies show that customer satisfaction is significantly associated with the intent to provide recommendations (e.g., Brown et al., 2005; Mooradian and Olver, 1997). Yet would an overall evaluation variable, such as customer satisfaction, also be a causally potent factor in the case of “tell-what-happened” content? Very little is known about this, because of the focus in existing research on the recommendation content of WOM. Yet it may be speculated that a conversation driven only by the sender’s level of satisfaction would not necessarily be very interesting from the receiver’s point of view – particularly if the main content only refers to the sender’s satisfaction level.  The question, then, is this: what makes people tell stories to each other? In a WOM context, we believe that the characteristics of the event in which the sender was involved is likely to provide an answer. More specifically, it seems as if incongruent aspects of an event encountered by the sender (i.e., the extent to which the event deviates from the “exemplar” or prototype event; cf. Sujan, 1985) calls for more information processing activity (Lee and Schumann, 2004), and thus incongruent aspects may elicit a particularly strong need to tell others about what happened. Indeed, the very act of telling the story may serve the purpose of resolving incongruence. It can also be noted that a story worth telling, if it is to be entertaining for the receiver, needs to contain incongruence – in the sense that it needs to build tension and disequilibrium in relation to an initial state of stability (Laurence, 2007). 
In the light of this, it seems as if the sender’s level of customer satisfaction may be relatively less important than the level of incongruence when it comes to inducing conversations with others about what has happened in one particular situation. It can be noted that incongruence of this type has not yet been included by authors who study antecedents to WOM with frameworks allowing for more factors than customer satisfaction (e.g., Cheung et al., 2009; Mangold et al., 1999). In any event, we hypothesize that customer satisfaction is not producing “tell-what-happened” content to the same extent as it is producing recommendation content (Hypothesis 2). We also hypothesize that incongruence in the event that sets the word-of-mouth process in motion is a more causally potent factor than customer satisfaction for producing “tell-what-happened” content (Hypothesis 3). 
                 Research Method

We used a questionnaire to collect data. The respondent was instructed to select one particular occasion when s/he talked to a specific person – a relative, a friend or an acquaintance – about something the respondent had purchased or consumed. The respondent was thus the sender of WOM in our case. We specifically instructed the respondent to select a conversation involving more than a short remark. This was followed by an instruction (“This is what I said to the person”) to reproduce what was said to the conversation partner. The description was captured by an open-ended response format, bounded by quotation marks (to emphasize that the task was to reproduce what the respondent said).  A similar approach to generate data regarding what is said in WOM was used by Mangold et al. (1999), but their study was based on the receivers’ descriptions of what they were told by a sender. 

In the next step, we instructed the respondent to keep the selected conversation in mind and to respond to a set of measures designed to capture “tell-what-happened” content, recommendation content, customer satisfaction, and incongruity (the specific measures are reported below). We recruited the respondents from participants in marketing-related courses given in two Scandinavian countries. After having received the completed questionnaires, we found that (a) some respondents had selected conversations they had with a salesperson (the same is reported by Mangold et al., 1999). We also found that (b) only a limited number had selected conversations generated by negative experiences – not so surprising, perhaps, in the light of Hein (2007), who reports that the majority of people’s conversations about brands are positive rather than negative. We decided to not use these two types of questionnaires for the analysis. The final sample for the tests of the hypotheses (N = 143) comprised 64 males and 79 females (Mage = 22.69). The most frequent conversation partners were friends and classmates, and the majority of the selected conversations occurred quite recently in relation to our data collection (on average, the reported number of days that had passed since the conversation took place was 12.57). 
With regard to our measures, we captured recommendation content in the conversations with three items: “The conversation involved an explicit recommendation, in the sense that I suggested what the person should do with regard to the offer”, “The conversation comprised a clear advise from me as to what action the person should take in relation to the offer”, and “I told the person what I thought he or she should do with respect to the offer”. The responses were scored along a dimension ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 10 (agree completely).  Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .87. 
We measured “tell-what-happened” content in the conversations with four items, again scored on a scale ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 10 (agree completely): “In the conversation, I told the person about what happened to me when I purchased/consumed the offer”, “The conversation involved telling the person about how I felt when I purchased/consumed the offer”, “The conversation about the offer can be seen as a story in which I was one of the main characters”, and “The conversation was about informing the person about what took place when I purchased/consumed the offer” (alpha = .74). 
For the customer satisfaction measure, we asked the respondent to focus on the offer that was the subject of the selected conversation and we used three items employed in several national satisfaction barometers (Fornell, 1992; Johnson et al., 2001), namely: “How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with this offer?” (1 = very dissatisfied, 10 = very satisfied), “To what extent does this offer meet your expectations?” (1 = not at all, 10 = totally), and “Imagine an offer that is perfect in every respect. How near or far from this ideal do you find the offer?” (1 = very far from, 10 = can not get any closer). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .64.  
Finally, we measured incongruence by asking this question: “How would you characterize the things that happened when you purchased/consumed this offer?”. It was followed by four adjective pairs scored on a 10-point scale, namely untypical-typical, not normal-normal, surprising-not surprising, and unusual-usual (alpha = .86). It should be noted that a low score signals a high level of incongruence, while a high score signals a high level of congruence.
                                                         Analysis and Results
We hypothesized (H1) that “tell-what-happened” content in consumer-to-consumer conversations represents a distinct and different verbal activity vis-à-vis explicit recommendation content. To assess this, we first computed the zero-order correlation between our measures of these two types of conversation content, which resulted in a weak and non-significant association (r = .08, p = .36). Second, we used a structural equation modeling (SEM) approach with AMOS 17 to assess if a one-factor model (comprising the four items to measure “tell-what-happened” content and the three items to measure recommendation content) would produce a different level of fit compared to a two-factor model (one “tell-what-happened” factor with four indicators and one recommendation content factor with three indicators). The one-factor model produced a non-acceptable level of fit (2 = 130.48, df  = 14, p < .01, CFI = .64, NFI = .63, RMSEA = .24), while the two-factor model produced a good level of fit (2 = 12.08, df  = 13, p = .52, CFI = 1.0, NFI = .97, RMSEA = .00). Moreover, an alternative model in which the association between the recommendation variable and the “tell-what-happened” variable was restrained to be equal to 1 had a significantly lower level of fit compared to a model in which the association was unrestrained (df = 1, delta 2 = 26.45, p < .01). Given this, then, we conclude that H1 was supported: recommendation content and “tell-what-happened” content represent two different types of verbal activity in customer-to-customer conversations. 
Moreover, we hypothesized that customer satisfaction is not producing “tell-what-happened” content to the same extent as it is producing recommendation content (Hypothesis 2), and that incongruence in the event that sets the word-of-mouth process in motion is a more causally potent factor than customer satisfaction for enhancing “tell-what-happened” content (Hypothesis 3). To assess this, we again used a SEM approach. The proposed model consisted of four links; satisfaction and incongruence were the independent variables, and each of these two variables was modeled as linked to both recommendation content and “tell-what-happened” content (cf. Table 1). The proposed model showed a good fit with the data (2 = 92.77, df  = 74, p = .05, CFI = .97, NFI = .88, RMSEA = .04). The coefficients for the associations are presented in Table 1 (please recall that a low value for the incongruence variable indicates that a high level of incongruence is at hand). 



    Table 1:

                            Standardized Path Coefficients (b) in the Proposed Model

     ____________________________________________________________________

      Link 1: Satisfaction ( Recommendation content    

 .26**
      Link 2: Satisfaction ( Tell-what-happened content
                         
-.003
      Link 3: Incongruency ( Recommendation content

-.13    

      Link 4: Incongruency ( Tell-what-happened content                                       -.41***
     ___________________________________________________________________

      ***  p < .01, ** p < .05
With respect to H2, the coefficients in the proposed model thus indicate that the satisfaction–recommendation content link (Link 1: b = .26) was stronger than the link between satisfaction and “tell-what-happened” content (Link 2: b = -.003). To assess this difference explicitly, we set up an alternative model in which Link 1 and Link 2 were constrained to be equal. This alternative model, however, produced a significantly lower level of fit than the proposed model (df = 1, delta 2 = 4.36, p < .05). We therefore conclude that satisfaction had a stronger impact on recommendation content than on “tell-what-happened” content and thus H2 was supported. 
Regarding H3, the associations in the proposed model suggest that incongruence had a stronger impact on “tell-what-happened” content (Link 4: b = -.41) than the impact of satisfaction (Link 2: b = -.003). An additional alternative model, in which we constrained these two links to be equal, was characterized by a significantly lower level of fit than the proposed model (df = 1, delta 2 = 4.15, p < .05). Hence, it can be contended that incongruence in the event triggering WOM had a stronger impact than satisfaction on “tell-what-happened” content. H3 was thus supported. It should be noted that the differences in the associations with other variables produced by our two WOM indicators provide additional evidence that that the two WOM aspects should be conceived as discrete constructs (as hypothesized in H1). 
                                                                   Discussion
One main finding was that recommendation content and “tell-what-happened” content in WOM represent two distinct aspects of WOM. This means that marketing researchers’ prevalent use of measurement items focusing on the recommendation aspect of WOM (“the one number you need”, according to Reichheld 2003) provides a distorted picture of the content of customers’ informal communications with each other. Moreover, our finding that customer satisfaction was only weakly associated with “tell-what-happened” content suggests that more work remains to be done for the marketer who wishes to encourage WOM: this marketer should not expect that customer satisfaction is a sufficient factor. Given that incongruence boosts “tell-what-happened” content, marketers who wants more WOM may thus need to consider ways to deliberately include incongruence in their offers. Recent research in an advertising context indeed indicates that incongruence may have several positive effects (cf. Dahlén et al., 2008). 
An additional question that remains to be examined, of course, is if recommendation content and “tell-what-happened” content have the same impact on the receiver. It should not be taken for granted that an explicit recommendation is more efficient than telling what happened, because a story-telling format has been shown to be persuasive in a communications context (Adaval and Wyer, 1998; Deighton et al., 1989). Moreover, as we see it, an explicit recommendation contains an imperative to act and is therefore an attempt from the sender to control the receiver’s choices, while “tell-what-happened” content is much less explicit in terms of this type of control. Given that a high level of control can restrict the receiver’s perceived freedom of choice, and thereby lead to reactance (Fitzsimons and Lehman, 2004), it is indeed possible that also this aspect makes “tell-what-happened” content more persuasive. 

As for limitations, several authors have noticed the difficulties of capturing WOM when it occurs. Here, we had to rely on the memory of our respondents, which may not reflect what was said in an accurate way. A main challenge for further research on WOM, with the ambition to capture what is actually said between customers, is therefore to develop methods to tap into conversations in real time.
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