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Abstract. Although numerous studies explore word of mouth (WOM), the lack of or the paucity of
review papers concerning the characteristics, antecedents, and consequences of WOM gives rise
to a fragmented comprehension of word-of-mouth communication. Therefore, this review not only
aims to consolidate where the previous and current studies stand on the characteristics, antecedents,
and consequences of WOM, but it also aims to highlight where WOM is heading. Based on the
concept-driven review methodology, this paper conducts a concise review and synthesis of WOM's
characteristics, antecedents, and consequences. It also discusses several potential aspects worthy
of further investigation, which provides related marketing researchers and practitioners highly
interested in WOM with some directions for further explorations in WOM.
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1. Introduction

Word-of-mouth communication has been commonly seen as the most influential communication
affecting customers or clients, which could go back to Lazarsfeld and Katz’s research and
investigation. Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) observe that WOM is approximately twice as influential as
broadcasting advertising in brand switching, 4 times more effective than individual selling, and 7
times more influential than magazine and newspaper advertising [1]. A subsequent study, Day (1971),
finds that word-of-mouth communication is nearly 9 times as influential as advertising in altering
consumer attitudes from negative or neutral to positive [2]. Additionally, Kundu and Rajan (2016)
point out that WOM is becoming increasingly necessary for marketing, which both marketing
researchers and practitioners cannot be ignored [3]. It tends to be clear that more than 65 years ago,
WOM is frequently seen as an effective means to shape consumer attitudes and behavior. Although
numerous studies have explored word-of-mouth communication, almost no attempt has been made to
summarize, synthesize, and consolidate the existing research on the characteristics, antecedents, and
consequences of WOM. The lack of or the paucity of review papers concerning WOM's
characteristics, antecedents, and consequences is likely to give rise to a fragmented comprehension
of word-of-mouth communication. Therefore, not only does it aims to conduct a concise review and
synthesis of the characteristics, antecedents, and consequences of WOM to enable marketing
beginners or someone new to the stream of WOM research to easily and quickly understand word-
of-mouth communication (i.e., where the previous and current studies stand on the characteristics,
antecedents, and consequences of WOM), but this paper also aims to highlight potential research
opportunities and directions for future WOM research (i.e., where WOM is heading). The following
sections of this review paper will firstly explain the methodology part. It will then provide a
comprehensive and concise review of WOM and discuss related potential further research
opportunities and future research directions.

2. Methodology

This paper will adopt a concept-driven methodology proposed by Webster and Watson. Initially,
the existing review papers were searched to select both the keywords (i.e., “word-of-mouth
communication”, “referral marketing”, ‘“characteristics”, “antecedents”, “consequences”) and
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databases of the basic search (i.e., Business Source Complete, Science Direct, Sage Research
Methods, JSTOR archive, JISC Springer, Emerald Management, WARC, and EBSCO). Subsequently,
the backward search (scanning the reference list of those review papers) was used to seek references
for the selected 19 articles related to search terms. After eliminating those not closely associated with
the content subject or not relevant enough to be included, 14 of the 19 collected scholarly studies are
included in this review paper. To expand the academic search beyond the 14 literary works, a further
set of 59 journal articles were collected. After carefully and thoroughly reading the abstract of each
scholarly work and skimming or scanning both the introduction and conclusion of each literary work,
33 academic papers are eliminated, and 26 academic journal articles are included in this review paper.
Ultimately, 40 academic journal articles and scholarly works covering 64 years from 1955 to 2019
concerning WOM's characteristics, antecedents, and consequences are summarized, consolidated,
and synthesized in this paper.

3. Word-of-mouth communication

3.1 Concepts definition

It is clear from three models concerning the development of WOM proposed by Kozinets et al.
that WOM theory has evolved [4]. The organic inter-consumer influence model conceptualizes word-
of-mouth communication as the unidirectional transmission of a message from one consumer to
another without the intervention of marketers [4]. Since later theories of WOM emphasize the role of
credible, respected, and influential consumers in the whole process of word-of-mouth communication
the linear marketer influence model stresses the importance of marketers’ attempts to target, intervene,
and influence those consumers through word-of-mouth communication [4]. The network
coproduction model, coinciding with recent studies on WOM, identifies word-of-mouth
communication as many-to-many discussion or multidirectional communication among members of
the customer network [4]. Most notably, Kozinets et al. (2010) emphasize the current coexistence of
all three models, each pertinent to different contexts [4].

3.2 The characteristics of WOM

Based on numerous studies on the attributes of WOM, WOM appears to be characterized by
volume, valence, focus, timing, solicitation, diffusion mode, the affluence of message content, and
the intensity of advocacy [5-9].

Volume is defined as “the total amount of WOM?”, directly showing the frequency with which
people participate in word-of-mouth communication or spread WOM, and indirectly conveying a
message about how popular the brand/product/service has been in the marketplace, which is seen as
one of the significant characteristics of WOM [7].

Valence is identified as the nature of WOM'’s contents, which could probably be neutral, negative,
positive, or mixed [8]. Among of which, it is observed that negative and positive WOM are the most
prevailing in real life [8].

In Buttle’s eyes, the focus is not restricted to customers, but reaches to employees, suppliers,
influencers, and the referral market [5].

The timing falls into two categories, pre-purchase, and post-purchase. Input WOM occurs when
WOM is uttered before a purchase operating as a source of pre-buying information, while output
WOM occurs when WOM is uttered after a purchase [5].

Solicitation appears to divide word-of-mouth communication into two groups, solicited WOM and
unsolicited WOM. Solicited WOM refers to WOM that is spread with solicitation or is solicited from
known references for particular aims [5].

Diffusion mode is classified as traditional (offline) or electronic (online) communication.
Traditional (offline) word-of-mouth communication spreads WOM face to face or over the phone,
whereas electronic (online) word-of-mouth communication spreads WOM via various online
platforms, such as, Facebook, Instagram, emails, and blogs [6].
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The richness of message content is conceptualized as the extent to which the contents of WOM
are judged to be deep, informative, impressive, and evocative, which is regarded as the cognitive
attractiveness of the content of WOM [8-9]. Both the use of evocative language and the extent of
storytelling are seen as the measure of WOM contents’ richness [8].

The strength of advocacy is identified as the emotional or affective appeal of WOM messages,
referring to in what way the manner (i.e., emotional, assertive, and passionate) in which WOM
messages are narrated [8-9]. The strength of advocacy focuses more on body language, the manner
and intention of WOM than the content of WOM messages [8].

3.3 The antecedents of WOM

Customer satisfaction, commitment, perceived quality, value, loyalty, and trust have been
extensively discussed and identified as potential antecedents of word-of-mouth communication [10-
13].

Customer satisfaction seems to be either of two kinds, cognitively based satisfaction, and
emotionally based satisfaction [14]. Regarding cognitively based satisfaction, expectation-
disconfirmation theory, as the most predominant cognitive approach in conceptualizing customer
satisfaction, emphasizes satisfaction as a function of expectancy disconfirmation [14]. Another
cognitive view of satisfaction identifies customer satisfaction as cumulative satisfaction concerned
with an evaluation of overall consumption experiences with identical brand/product/service as time
goes on [15]. In addition to cognitive views, an affective idea of emotional components playing
essential roles in customer satisfaction is becoming increasingly popular, which is reflected in
Oliver’s (2010) interpretation of customer satisfaction as the level of joy or gratification customers
derive from their consumption experiences [16]. There are abundant studies supporting both the
positive association between customer satisfaction and positive WOM (i.e., the more (less) satisfied
customers are, the more (less) positive word-of-mouth communication they are likely to engage in)
and the negative correlation between customer satisfaction and negative WOM (i.e., the more (less)
satisfied customers are, the less (more) negative word-of-mouth communication they are likely to
engage in) [10-13]. However, since Parthasarathy and Forlani (2010) observe that some satisfied
customers have a propensity to participate in harmful word-of-mouth activities [17], there is still some
debate over to what extent and in what way customer satisfaction mediates the valence of WOM.

Customer commitment is usually seen as a lasting desire to maintain a harmonious relationship
with a specific brand/product/service [18], which can be grouped into two categories: unidimensional
construct [18] and multidimensional construct [19]. The unidimensional construct identifies
commitment as an overall commitment, that is, a comprehensive evaluation of a customer’s
engagement with the brand or constant obligation to purchase a product or service [10]. The overall
commitment is positively correlated with word-of-mouth communication [10]. It is also worth noting
that based on a meta-analysis review conducted by de Matos and Rossi (2008), overall commitment
is the most significant predictor of WOM among six antecedents of WOM (i.e., customer satisfaction,
customer commitment, perceived quality, perceived value, loyalty, and trust) [10]. Regarding
multidimensional construct, both an affective view of customer commitment and a behavioral view
of customer commitment dominate the literature, giving rise to two categories of customer
commitment: affective commitment and high sacrifice commitment, respectively [19]. Affective
commitment is more concerned with customers' emotional or affective attachment to a product or
service provider.

In contrast, high sacrifice commitment is more concerned with switching costs, the perceived costs
of alternatives, and the scarcity of alternatives [19]. According to Harrison-Walker (2001), in the
context of two service industries (i.e., veterinarian and hair salon), while word-of-mouth
communication shows a positive correlation with affective commitment, word-of-mouth
communication shows no significant relationship with high sacrifice commitment [12]. However,
Fullerton (2005) observes that in the context of banking, telecommunications, and grocery retail
service industries, high sacrifice commitment is negatively associated with WOM [20]. In other
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contexts, there likewise appears to be an association between high sacrifice commitment and word-
of-mouth communication. For instance, Ranaweera and Menon (2013) find that in the context of the
telecom service industry, although high sacrifice commitment is not associated with positive WOM
[21], which is consistent with Harrison-Walker’s (2001) findings, high sacrifice commitment is
positively correlated with negative WOM [21], which contradicts Harrison-Walker’s (2001) results.
Additionally, Anastasiei and Dospinescu (2019) investigate that in the context of an online retail
industry (i.e., Facebook), both affect commitment and high sacrifice commitment are positively
associated with electronic WOM volume [22]. Therefore, the association between word-of-mouth
communication and high sacrifice commitment seems to vary enormously across different industries.

The perceived quality is usually seen as one of the major antecedents of customer satisfaction in
the recent literature on WOM [23-25]. However, earlier empirical studies identify perceived quality
as an essential predictor of word-of-mouth communication [12,26]. The perceived quality is measured
in the abundant literature as the perceived product or service quality. The association between the
perceived product quality and WOM valence shows no difference from the association between the
perceived service quality and WOM valence, as both the perceived product and service quality tend
to be positively correlated with positive WOM and negatively associated with negative WOM [10,12].
On the other hand, it is observed that the correlation between the perceived product quality and WOM
volume differs from the association between the perceived service quality and WOM volume.
Specifically, the perceived product quality shows an indirectly positive association with WOM
volume, especially in the organic food restaurant and telecommunication industry [23-24]. Similarly,
earlier studies on the relationship between service quality and WOM emphasize the positive
association between the perceived service quality and WOM volume (i.e., the lower (higher) the
perceived service quality, the lower (higher) the WOM volume) [26-27]. However, Harrison-
Walker’s (2001) research on WOM shows contradictory findings with the studies above
demonstrating a negative relationship between the perceived service quality and WOM volume,
particularly in the context of the veterinary industry (i.e., the lower (higher) the perceived service
quality, the more (less) the WOM volume) [12]. A later study, namely, Wang et al. (2017), finds that
in the context of tourism and the online retailing industry, the perceived service quality is indirectly
positively related to WOM volume [25], which is not in line with Harrison-Walker’s (2001) results.
Accordingly, further observation concerning whether the correlation between the perceived service
quality and WOM volume is positive or negative in different contexts is needed before a conclusion
can be drawn.

The perceived value refers to customers’ overall evaluation of a trade-off between what is obtained
(i.e., benefits) and what is paid (i.e., costs) [27]. Even though the perceived value is regarded as the
major predictor of customer satisfaction [23], it is regarded as a significant antecedent of WOM in
abundant literature [10,28-29]. Given that most of the results from those studies are investigated and
analyzed in the context of the service industry, it can be concluded that in the context of the service
industry, the perceived value appears to be positively related to WOM. Also noteworthy is that
numerous studies, such as McKee et al. (2006) and Mukerjee (2018), observe that when the perceived
value is high, clients are more likely to participate in positive word-of-mouth communication than
negative word-of-mouth communication [28-29]. A subsequent study by Samadara and Fanggidae
(2020) found that the correlation between the perceived value and positive electronic WOM appears
to be likewise positive [30].

Loyalty is widely perceived to be customers’ intention to consistently repurchase, engage in word-
of-mouth communication, or perform other behaviors that contribute to maintaining a strong
relationship with the product or brand by marketing literature [26]. Although current literature
concentrates more on the influences of word-of-mouth on loyalty, earlier studies on WOM emphasize
the contributions of loyalty to word-of-mouth communication, measuring loyalty as a significant
predictor of WOM [10,31]. It is observed from those earlier studies that consumers who are more
loyal to a brand/product/service tend to spread more positive WOM than negative one or customers
who are less loyal to a brand/product/service tend to participate in more negative word-of-mouth
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communication than positive one [10,32]. It is also worth noting that in light of de Matos and Rossi
(2008)’s meta-analysis review, loyalty shows a weaker correlation with positive WOM than dose
customer satisfaction and customer (dis)satisfaction shows a weaker association with negative WOM
than does (dis)loyalty [10]. Furthermore, later studies on the relationship between loyalty and WOM,
such as Eelen et al. (2017), demonstrate that loyalty is less closely associated with electronic WOM,
but much more strongly related to traditional or offline WOM [32].

Trust is conceptualized as a willingness to rely on or have faith in a business partner [18], which
is seen as one of the strong antecedents of WOM [10-11,33]. It is widely observed that customer
satisfaction is positively associated with trust (i.e., the more (less) customers are satisfied with a
brand/product/service, the higher (lower) their trust in it) [11,33]. Resulting from the positive
correlation between satisfaction and WOM, and satisfaction and trust, there is every likelihood that
belief is positively associated with word-of-mouth communication. Such a positive relation has been
tested in numerous studies [10-11,33]. Additionally, those studies demonstrate that customers
participating in positive word-of-mouth communication usually have higher degree of trust. In
contrast, customers participating in negative word-of-mouth communication usually have lower
levels of trust [10-11,33]. It is noteworthy that a later study, namely by Oraedu et al. (2020), observed
that trust is positively associated with both traditional WOM and electronic WOM [34].

3.4 The consequences of WOM

There is abundant literature on WOM, exploring to what extent and how word-of-mouth
communication influences WOM senders and WOM receivers [3,35-36].

From the perspective of WOM senders: In light of 5 functions of word-of-mouth communication
proposed by Berger (2014), WOM contributes to shaping the impression WOM transmitters make on
others, shaping the way WOM transmitters manage their emotions, shaping the way WOM
transmitters acquire information, shaping the way WOM transmitters connect with others, and
shaping the way WOM transmitters persuade others to a significant extent [35]. Specifically,
regarding impression management, word-of-mouth communication enables WOM transmitters to
achieve the desired impression, communicate their knowledge, expertise, or even certain identities,
and avoid an awkward pause in talk or conversation [35]. Concerning emotion regulation, word-of-
mouth communication enables WOM senders to access emotional consolation, vent their sentiments,
better understand what they feel, eliminate their psychological discomfort or cognitive dissonance,
take revenge, and relive their pleasure and other positive emotional experiences to a great extent [35].
In terms of social bonding, word-of-mouth communication is largely conducive to social ties,
increasing shared views, shortening the interpersonal distance, and connecting WOM transmitters
with others. Regarding information acquisition, word-of-mouth communication is seen as a means of
gaining relevant information and getting constructive advice by some WOM senders [35]. In addition
to self-image management, emotion regulation, social connection, and information collection, word-
of-mouth communication is an effective means of persuading others [35].

From the perspective of WOM receivers, word-of-mouth communication tends to influence WOM
recipients attitudinally, cognitively, and conatively [3,36]. More specifically, there is every likelihood
that word-of-mouth communication affects WOM recipients’ attitudes towards specific products,
services, or brands [37]. Word-of-mouth communication likewise influences WOM receivers’
perceptions about the product/service/brand [9], WOM receivers’ product/service/brand judgments
or awareness [38], and WOM receivers’ service purchase intentions [39]. It is worth mentioning that
WOM valence is strongly associated with the abovementioned attitudinal and cognitive consequences.
For instance, people receiving positive WOM appear to have positive product/service/brand
judgments [38], favorable attitudes toward product/service/brand [37], and higher service purchase
intentions [39]. In contrast, people receiving negative WOM appear to have negative
product/service/brand judgments [38], unfavorable attitudes toward product/service/brand [37], and
lower service purchase intentions [39]. In addition to attitudinal and cognitive impacts, WOM appears
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to have imperceptible effects on WOM recipients’ behavior [36]. For instance, word-of-mouth
contributes to brand switching to a significant extent [1,40].

4. Research Prospects

In terms of the characteristics of WOM, seven aspects worthy of further investigation are whether
or not marketing researchers and practitioners can measure the volume of oral WOM accurately, and
if it is, in what way they precisely measure the volume of oral WOM; to what extent and in what way
the role of neutral and mixed WOM differ from positive and negative one; to what extent and in what
way WOM between consumers differ from WOM among employees, suppliers, and influencers; to
what extent input WOM influences output WOM and under what conditions input WOM is consistent
with output WOM; whether solicited WOM is more prevalent than unsolicited WOM in nowadays;
whether electronic WOM can replace traditional WOM; and whether the received WOM with rich
message content and strong appeal contribute to more word-of-mouth conversation. Future
investigations about the antecedents of WOM could probably be extended to the extent to and how
customer satisfaction mediates the valence of WOM,; the extent to which the association between
high sacrifice commitment and WOM varies by industry; the extent to which the correlation between
the perceived service quality and WOM volume varies by context; the correlation between the
perceived value and word-of-mouth communication in the context of product industry; the extent to
which the antecedents of positive word-of-mouth communication differ from the antecedents of
negative word-of-mouth communication; and the extent to which the predictors of oral WOM differ
from the predictors of written WOM. Regarding the consequences of WOM, the contribution of
neutral and mixed WOM to changing consumer attitudes and behavior, the synergy effect between
positive WOM and negative WOM on the receivers of WOM, the degree to which the power of WOM
vary by valence, and the extent to which written WOM differs from oral WOM all could be further
investigated.

5. Conclusion

This review paper synthesizes, consolidates, and summarizes the existing research on WOM's
characteristics, antecedents, and consequences. It is worth noting that only by comprehending the
characteristics, the antecedents, and the influences of WOM on both the senders and receivers of
WOM can marketing practitioners make better use of the power of WOM in altering consumer
attitudes and behavior, and in turn, take advantage of word-of-mouth communication as an influential
marketing tool. In addition to providing a concise review of word-of-mouth communication, this
paper also highlights potential research opportunities for future WOM research, providing academic
researchers and marketing practitioners who are highly interested in WOM with some guidance and
directions for such further explorations.
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