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Negative information normally has more impact on attitude and cognition than positive information, but
there is evidence that positive word of mouth (PWOM) usually has more effect on purchase intention
than negative word of mouth (NWOM). We explain how this apparent inconsistency may come about
when measures of attitude and intention are used as indicators of behavior. We argue that on/off be-
haviors, such as purchase, should be predicted better by a measure of intention, rather than attitude,
and that consideration should be given to a measure of intention that is proportional to the maximum
Keywords: .
Word of mouth change that could occur as this reflects the movement toward or away from purchase. A large database
WOM is analyzed to show the differences between proportional and absolute measures. In addition, we examine
the proportions of respondents reaching certainty (i.e. 0% or 100% probability of purchase) after NWOM
and PWOM. Findings from these new analyses show that PWOM has more impact than NWOM on pur-
chase intention (both proportional and absolute), but a higher proportion of respondents reach certainty
after NWOM.
© 2016 Australian and New Zealand Marketing Academy. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction information shows that this is normally greater than the impact of

positive information (Baumeister et al., 2001). Related to this, neg-

1.1. Mixed evidence on the impact of positive and negative
information

Research on negativity bias shows that negative information
usually has more impact on attitudes and cognition than positive
information (e.g. Fiske, 1980; Rozin and Royzman, 2001). Similar-
ly, it is well established that negative information usually has more
impact on judgments and decisions (“losses loom larger than gains,”
Kahneman and Tversky, 2000). A review of the impact of negative
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ative information has been shown to have more impact on stock
prices than positive information (Luo, 2009). By contrast, a widely-
cited paper by East et al. (2008) shows that the intention to purchase
is usually changed more by positive word of mouth (PWOM) than
by negative word of mouth (NWOM), and this finding is sup-
ported by Sweeney et al. (2014).!

In the research presented here, we are concerned with the
seeming inconsistency in these findings. We argue that there is no

1 East et al. actually measured respondent-assessed purchase probability. This is
treated as equivalent to intention to purchase since Sheppard et al. (1988) found
little difference between these measures.
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conflict; measures of attitude and intention are different from one
another, and therefore these different measures may produce dif-
ferent results. However, there remains a problem about what proxy
measures serve best as predictors of behavioral effect when that be-
havior cannot be directly measured. We consider how different
individual-level proxy measures relate to different behaviors such
as purchase? and the transmission of word of mouth (WOM) and
compare these measures using a large database.

1.2. The impact of information at the individual level

The impact of information should be measured as a change in
those factors that are of concern. At the individual level, two be-
havioral effects may be used to directly measure the impact of WOM.
One is whether the receivers of advice change their purchase be-
havior. The second is whether these receivers change the volume
and/or emphasis of the advice that they subsequently give on the
brand. Both of these behaviors may have carryover effects since a
person who is persuaded to buy may subsequently persuade others
to buy and a person who increases the volume and/or emphasis of
their PWOM on the product may recruit more customers. In prac-
tice, behavioral impact measures tend to focus on purchase and
neglect changes in transmitted WOM. We mainly consider pur-
chase but the chain of influence through word of mouth is considered
briefly in the concluding section.

1.3. Impact measures based on intervening variables

In addition to behavioral responses, people may respond to in-
formation on a product by changing their feelings (attitude and
satisfaction), their thinking (cognitions) and their intention. These
variables, intervening between stimulus and behavior, are often used
as indicators of behavior and thus measures of impact. For example,
East et al. (2008) asked survey respondents to report the probabil-
ity of purchase before and after receiving WOM, using the difference
in the probabilities as the measure of impact. In another case,
Ahluwalia (2002) measured changes in attitude and cognition in ex-
periments on the impact of positive and negative information. We
focus the discussion on attitude and intention. Cognitive changes
may be seen as associated with attitude change since, when people
add new beliefs about a concept, these beliefs carry a positive or
negative attitudinal charge and thus affect attitude. Satisfaction is
seen as an attitude, based on experience, since this is how it is cus-
tomarily measured.

The appropriateness of attitude and intention as proxies for be-
havior will vary. It seems likely that measures based on intention
are superior to those based on attitude since, according to the theory
of planned behavior, intention is a direct determinant of behavior
while attitude, together with other variables, determines inten-
tion which then determines behavior (Ajzen, 1991). However, meta-
studies reveal only a moderate association between intention and
behavior (e.g. Armitage and Conner, 2001; Webb and Sheeran, 2006).
These meta-studies reviewed research where current intention was
used to predict future behavior. In the East et al. (2008) research,
respondents are asked to report on past changes of intention when
WOM had been received. This retrospective measure will be affect-
ed by memory and recall error, but respondents making these
judgments can review their experience and report on what has hap-
pened, about which they know, rather than what is yet to happen,
about which they can only predict or speculate.

There are two types of behavior that we need to predict. The first
type is exemplified by first-time purchase. This is on/off and marketers

2 We are concerned with initial purchase decisions rather than repeat purchase;
other commercially relevant behavior might be rental or subscription.

only fully benefit when the purchase occurs. The second type is where
behavior changes gradually in volume and strength of expression and
marketers benefit from the degree of change. This applies, for example,
when the share of purchase of a repertoire brand increases or share of
wallet of a repertoire store increases. In these situations, it seems likely
that changes in attitude relate to gradual changes in behavior so that
a person who much prefers one supermarket over others may visit it
more often and buy somewhat more from this outlet. In another example,
Fiske (1980) used an attitudinal measure in her research on person per-
ception. Here, we would expect that the manner in which a person acts
toward another person will change in volume and friendliness as the
attitude toward the person becomes more positive, making that atti-
tude a suitable proxy measure of positive behavior toward the person.
A further example occurs when attitude is used to predict WOM volume;
in this connection, Anderson (1998) found that more WOM was given
at high levels of both satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Thus, when the
behavior can change gradually, we would expect attitude to act as a
proxy measure of behavior. However, intention will also be associated
with gradual change so this may still be the better measure.

In contrast, when attitude is used to predict an on/off behavior
such as a considered purchase, it may be quite insensitive because
people can make substantial changes in their attitude without al-
tering their actual purchase or their purchase intention. For example,
persons who are set on a brand may not change their purchase in-
tention or actual purchase when they hear that the brand has extra
features but they may think and feel more positively about it. A cor-
responding effect may occur with negative information. People might
substantially modify their attitude to a durable good if they hear
that it is unreliable but, if they had a low intention of buying the
durable before receiving information, they will still have a low in-
tention to buy it afterwards. This makes intention a better measure
of purchase than attitude.

This review therefore suggests that attitude measures may be
suitable for complex actions where the associated behavior is gradu-
ated and can be manifested in a variety of ways. However, when
the behavior is on/off, measures of purchase intention may be more
appropriate, and these intention measures will also serve for gradu-
ated behavior.

2. Explanations

The impact of positive and negative information on attitudes has
been reviewed by Skowronski and Carlston (1989). The explana-
tion given for the greater effect of NWOM on attitude relates to the
gap between a receiver’s expectations and the incoming informa-
tion. Most information is positive, and attitudes and expectations
are formed on this basis and are thus usually positive. As a conse-
quence, negative information tends to be more at variance with
existing attitudes and expectations than positive information. This
gap has two effects; one is for negative information to be more salient
in that it receives more attention. The second effect is that a larger
gap gives more scope for change. Note, however, this negativity effect
is not always observed; sometimes people have prior negative at-
titudes and then positive information may have more effect.?

East et al. (2008) used a similar gap argument to explain their
findings on the impact of PWOM and NWOM on intention to pur-
chase. They found that, before receiving WOM, respondents reported
a purchase probability that averaged about 0.4. Thus, PWOM could
raise probability by up to 0.6 while NWOM could lower it by only

3 Kahneman and Tversky’s finding that “losses loom larger than gains” may also
rest on the fact that experience is generally positive - that is, gains are more common.
This may lead to prior expectations that are positive so that negative experience,
such as a loss, is felt more strongly and has more effect on the sort of decisions and
judgments used in experiments in this field. On rare occasions when losses are more
common than gains, we might expect to see a reverse effect.
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