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ABSTRACT 
Inevitably, service failures occur.  This often leads to negative word-of-mouth (NWOM).  The 

increasing use of the internet and social media to express dissatisfaction has expanded and 

changed how NWOM is generated, received, and acted upon by consumers.  Firm reactions 

and responses have also evolved. We review the evolution of the NWOM literature, suggest 

conceptual refinements and present an aggregative framework of antecedents. We also propose 

a taxonomy of NWOM behaviors. This study synthesizes current NWOM research and provides 

directions for future research. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
The influence of consumer word-of-mouth (WOM) on firms has now been studied for 

over 40 years (e.g., Engel, Kegerreis, and Blackwell 1969, Gilly and Gelb 1982).  It has long 

been known that consumer evaluations of the consumption experience (Fornell, Rust, and 

Dekimpe 2010; Yeung and Ennew 2000) and their subsequent behavior contributes to the 

present and future success of businesses (Luo 2007). While firms receive compliments in 

response to positive consumption experiences, consumers’ negative responses to others and the 

firm can be prevalent and a prescient concern. 

Negative word-of-mouth (NWOM), in particular, has been widely studied because of 

its frequency (Goodman and Newman 2003)  and its effect on firms (McQuilken and Robertson 

2013; Williams and Buttle 2014). Traditionally conceptualized as limited to one’s immediate 

social circle, NWOM now encompasses a broader, even unrestricted, public audience (Balaji, 

Khong, and Chong 2016). The impact of WOM in the digital age has increased in importance. 

Communication has expanded beyond interpersonal channels to electronic word-of-mouth 

(eWOM) via direct communication with a firm or friends to virtually anyone via user-generated 

content (UGC; Naylor 2016). 

Despite NWOM’s widespread occurrence and sustained importance, there are 

ambiguities and inconsistencies in the definition, conceptualization, and measurement of 

NWOM. While some conceptualize it as a substitute or successor to firm-directed voicing, a 

dominant subset of consumer research recognizes NWOM as a distinct behavior (Lang and 

Hyde 2013; Naylor 2016). The evolution of NWOM transmission channels contributes to these 

issues. Our goal with this research is to synthesize the current understanding of NWOM. We 

provide a comprehensive review of NWOM behavior separate from the broader WOM 

phenomenon. Understanding what, how, and when consumers engage in NWOM is essential 

to a refined understanding and future research. This paper provides: 

 

• An analysis of NWOM research and how it has evolved. 
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• Definitional and conceptual issues relating to NWOM, culminating in a refinement of 

the current level of understanding. 

• Development of a conceptual framework synthesizing the antecedents, moderators, 

mediators, and consequences of NWOM.  

• A taxonomy of NWOM. 

DATA COLLECTION 
Process 

We followed a multi-stage process to identify a comprehensive and relevant list of 

NWOM research literature. In the first stage (Figure 1), we searched relevant databases (ABI-

INFORM/Proquest, EBSCO, and Web of Science). We limited our search to English language 

articles (abstract, title, and keyword sections) published in peer-reviewed journals using the 

search phrases NWOM and ‘Negative word of mouth.’ We acknowledge that our search might 

have missed articles using alternative terminology such as reviews and e-WOM/eWOM. We 

discovered the alternative terms constrain the research to a subset of NWOM. Further, similar 

concepts underlie both these streams.  

In the second step, we focused our search on journals that were B or better ranked in 

the Australian Business Deans’ Council (ABDC) 2016 ranking. To ensure we did not miss 

impactful articles, we also searched on Google Scholar for articles with high citation counts.  

We did not apply a temporal filter as our aim was to extract a comprehensive picture of the 

NWOM domain.  We evaluated the articles by manually perusing the articles to assess scope 

and audience (Figure 1). Finally, we utilized an ancestry approach.  We added seven related 

articles, including a significant meta-analysis paper, by checking the references to arrive at our 

final data set. Appendix 1 provides a complete listing of the articles included in this review. 

 

FIGURE 1: Article Selection Process 
 

 

 
 

Retracted refers to one article retracted by the journal but still available in search 
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NWOM Research Trends 

We observed several trends in the geographic range, research method, and scope of 

NWOM research over the years. The country of origin of NWOM research has expanded each 

decade in line with the evolution of broader complaining behavior research. Early articles in 

the 1980s were almost exclusively from the USA. The geographic origin of papers has 

expanded over time. Notably, there has been a shift towards measuring NWOM intentions in 

the last decade. Another change is the increased use of experimental scenario-based studies, 

especially in the hospitality industry. Most studies have been quantitative, only five papers 

used qualitative methods, e.g., content analysis, case studies. ANOVA and regression were 

early preferred methods. More recent articles utilized Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). 

Interestingly, we found very few conceptual NWOM studies. Only seven of the 174 reviewed 

articles are purely conceptual. About 50% of the articles focus on multiple complaining 

behaviors, which include NWOM (n=83). These studies conceptualize NWOM as a post-

purchase action. Other assessed behaviors include repurchase intent, satisfaction, loyalty, or 

positive word-of-mouth (PWOM). A similar proportion of studies focused exclusively on 

NWOM (n=91).   

The growth of social media accounts for the recent trend of the inclusion of Public 

NWOM. NWOM is publicly available online with an unrestricted audience (Boote 1998). It is 

not limited to the complainer’s social network.  

 

CONCEPTUALIZATION AND DEFINITIONAL ISSUES 
 There have been varying conceptualizations of word-of-mouth through the years. For 

example, Berger (2014) explored the motivations behind word of mouth. His work identifies 

five functions that serve an individual’s self-interest while exhibiting WOM behavior. King, 

Racherla, and Bush (2014) use a sender/receiver and antecedent/consequent framework to 

review the extant literature on online word-of-mouth. In another review of online WOM, 

focusing on consumer reviews, Chen and Xie (2008) take a relatively applied view and suggest 

actionable recommendations for seller firms under different product/market conditions. De 

Matos and Rossi (2008) undertake a meta-analysis of WOM antecedents and moderators. They 

establish that satisfaction, loyalty, quality, commitment, trust, and perceived value significantly 

affect WOM activity. Rather than justifying NWOM and positive word of mouth (PWOM) as 

separate constructs, they view WOM valence as a moderator of WOM activity. Although 

Williams and Buttle (2014) exclusively focus on NWOM and investigate how managers 

respond to it, their work does not explore the antecedents and consequences of NWOM. 

Accordingly, this study, with its focus on NWOM, aims to contribute via a review of an 

important research domain.   

NWOM is conceptualized as negatively valenced WOM (word-of-mouth) aimed at 

prospective consumer(s), both inside one’s social circle, as well as society-at-large (Arndt 

1967; Westbrook 1987). Consumer complaint behavior (CCB) research recognizes NWOM as 

a possible complaining response (Singh 1990b). The CCB research conceptualizes NWOM as: 

 

1) An exclusive dependent construct (Cheng, Lam, and Hsu 2006).  

2) A complaining behavior (Singh and Pandya 1991). 

3) A post-complaint phenomenon such as  

-repurchase intent (Blodgett, Granbois, and Walters 1993),  

-loyalty (Kau and Wan-Yiun Loh 2006), 

-trust (Kau and Wan-Yiun Loh 2006),  

            -positive word-of-mouth (Ranaweera and Menon 2013).  
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Primary versus Secondary.  

 NWOM has been conceptualized as both a primary complaining response (Richins 

1983; Singh 1988) and a secondary retaliatory/vindictive response (Bavik and Bavik 2015; 

Kähr, Nyffenegger, Krohmer, and Hoyer 2016). Other primary complaining actions include 

direct complaining to the firm (Voice), leaving the firm (Exit), and complaining to third parties 

(Third party actions). Retaliatory responses occur after direct complaining. Consumers tend to 

exhibit secondary complaining behaviors, including NWOM, when the firm’s efforts are 

perceived as unsatisfactory. Other secondary responses include public complaining (Gelbrich 

2010), third-party complaining (Johnson, Matear, and Thomson 2010), boycott (Kähr et al. 

2016), brand sabotage (Kähr et al. 2016), retaliation (Bavik and Bavik 2015; Grégoire and 

Fisher 2008), revenge (McColl-Kennedy, Patterson, Smith, and Brady 2009), and other 

dysfunctional consumer behaviors such as stealing (Huefner and Hunt 2000). 

 

B2B versus B2C.   

 Studies encompass both business-to-business (B2B; Ferguson and Johnston 2011; 

Wang and Huff 2007) and business-to-consumer (B2C; Luo 2007; Parthasarathy and Forlani 

2010) contexts.  There are few conceptual differences, except for the degree of post-redress 

complaining behaviors. Within the B2B literature, we did not encounter studies which 

conceptualize and measure post-redress NWOM or related behaviors. A B2B exchange is 

primarily contractual. Decision-making is presumed to be more objective and utilitarian in 

nature (Leek and Christodoulides 2011). Any unresolved issue between the business partners 

more likely leads to third party action, which would be resolved either through litigation or 

alternate dispute resolution mechanisms like mediation and arbitration (Lumineau and 

Malhotra 2011). 

 

Cause of Dissatisfaction   

 Conceptualization also varies by the cause of the dissatisfaction. NWOM can follow an 

individual product or service failure. It can also result from a broad corporate-level action 

perceived negatively by the consumer. Operating failures may affect a single consumer, e.g., a 

product malfunction, or many consumers, e.g., a telecom network downtime. Corporate-level 

action complaints (Grappi, Romani, and Bagozzi 2013; Xie, Bagozzi, and Grønhaug 2015) can 

be due to a disliked brand extension (Sjödin 2008), environmental double standards (Leonidou 

and Skarmeas 2017), or corporate social irresponsibility (Antonetti and Maklan 2018). 

Additionally, consumers also engage in NWOM against out-group brands (Hickman and Ward 

2013). In this unique case, it is not necessarily a consequence of dissatisfaction with a firm’s 

product or service. 

 

Satisfaction - NWOM Link 

 Satisfaction typically reduces NWOM. As an exception, Parthasarathy and Forlani 

(2010) show that attribute evaluation can directly drive NWOM independent of satisfaction. A 

comprehensive evaluation may be satisfactory while customers engage in NWOM about an 

attribute. This result was found with innovation which may not be generalizable to all products 

and services.  Naylor (1999) found, in an upscale resort context, some consumers engaged in 

NWOM despite high reported levels of satisfaction.  The result was limited to consumers who 

placed a low value on symbolic/prestige benefits (exclusivity, celebrity presence).  

 

Spreading NWOM.  

 NWOM was originally conceptualized as a person-to-person oral communication 

(Arndt 1967), then public (Naylor and Kleiser 2000), and later as an internet-mediated 
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exchange (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, and Gremler 2004). Measurement items 

incorporating internet or social media communication have been limited to studies examining 

public WOM (Balaji et al. 2016).  Few studies measure both sources of NWOM (McQuilken 

and Robertson 2013). Instead of viewing NWOM and public NWOM as separate sets, we treat 

public NWOM as a subset of NWOM.  

 

NWOM DEFINITION 
 One-third of the NWOM studies (n=64) did not define NWOM (e.g., Jayasimha and 

Billore 2016; Singh and Pandya 1991) or, alternatively, provided an obscure definition. This 

could be a result of the relatively universal and intuitive nature of NWOM. Established scales 

are used for empirical validation (wherever applicable), providing an intrinsic meaning of the 

construct. Table 1 lists the commonly used definitions of NWOM.  

 Incorporating prior studies definitions and the evolving communication landscape, we 

define NWOM as 

 

 “Communication by a potential, actual, or former customer, reflecting dissatisfaction 

with a firm, brand, attribute, product, or service, aimed at one’s social circle (private) 

or a wider community (public), via interpersonal or remote channels.”  

 

NWOM can occur both offline and online and be either private (restricted) or public. 

For example, posting on one’s social media page (e.g., Facebook), which is accessible to a 

restricted social circle, constitutes private remote NWOM. In contrast, posting a negative 

message about a firm on an unrestricted online platform (e.g., a complaint website, a chat 

group, a discussion forum, a blog, or a self-created complaint website) is public remote 

NWOM. Drawing from the CCB literature, posting the same message on the target firm's 

Facebook page could be seen as a form of voice (remote). Similarly, posting negative 

experiences on a neutral third-party review or complaint website is a remote third-party 

complaint. 

 

TABLE 1:   Extant Definitions of Word-Of-Mouth 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 Figure 1B illustrates our conceptual framework.  Dissatisfaction is treated as a necessary 

condition for NWOM or any complaining behavior. Table Two lists NWOM antecedents. The 

list includes other potential complaining behaviors apart from NWOM. These complaining 

behaviors may act as a supplement or substitute for NWOM (Halstead 2002).  

Redress is only relevant for consumers whose dissatisfaction is known to the firm. 

Although direct complaining has traditionally determined the redress boundary, consumers' 

public NWOM on non-third platforms like blogs and unrestricted personal social media pages 

can also inform a proactive firm of dissatisfaction. 

In that case, a firm can choose to contact the consumer and attempt recovery. 

Approaching the consumer is an escalation of commitment that is not without risk. Rather than 

performing a botched recovery and risking a consumer’s secondary complaining, firms could 

choose to remain silent and use the consumer NWOM feedback to improve their internal 

processes. 

 

Moderators and Mediators 

Prior NWOM research has attempted to identify variations in NWOM incidence and 

impact across product and service categories.  

Involvement. At a broad level, the involvement construct captures this disparity. One 

view of involvement stresses the role of product or service characteristics. Accordingly, 

Zaichkowsky (1987) views it as an object’s perceived relevance determined by an individual’s 

needs, values, and preferences. Dichter (1966) gave four dimensions of involvement, with 

product involvement being the foremost. Richins (1984) suggested perceived risk as another 

lens through which product involvement can be viewed. According to this view, NWOM 

incidence is positively linked to the importance of a product category, reflected in its overall 

cost and risk perceptions. In contrast, Blodgett, Wakefield, and Barnes (1995) fail to find 

evidence for any links between product importance and NWOM.   
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FIGURE 1B: Conceptual framework of NWOM 
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Self-relevance forms another dimension of a consumer’s involvement. Consumers 

exhibit higher WOM (both positive and negative valence), irrespective of category-levels, cost, 

or risk perception, for brands that help define the consumer’s perceived or the ideal self (Chung 

and Darke 2006; Keiningham, Rust, Lariviere, Aksoy, and Williams 2018). Echoing this view, 

Johnson et al. (2010) argue that self-relevance acts as a double-edged sword by not just 

enhancing loyalty and repurchase but also by inducing anti-brand actions. However, even in the 

self-dispositional realm, conflicting evidence is provided by Wilson, Giebelhausen, and Brady 

(2017) in their work on the impact of NWOM on a brand’s closely connected consumers.   

 

Products/Services 

 Differences across product versus service contexts have also been examined. Lomax and 

East (2016), in their work on four durable products, show that the perception that other 

consumers need advice determines NWOM incidence. In contrast, research in service contexts 

reveals that dissatisfaction predominantly triggers NWOM (East, Uncles, Romaniuk, and Riley 

2015). Similarly, De Matos and Rossi (2008) argue that the relationships between satisfaction 

or loyalty and NWOM vary across products and services. However, their meta-analysis fails to 

find supporting evidence. A review of prior studies finds inconclusive evidence for the links 

between involvement or offer (product or service) characteristics and NWOM. 

 

Products/Services 

 Differences across product versus service contexts have also been examined. Lomax and 

East (2016), in their work on four durable products, show that the perception that other 

consumers need advice determines NWOM incidence. In contrast, research in service contexts 

reveals that dissatisfaction predominantly triggers NWOM (East, Uncles, Romaniuk, and Riley 

2015). Similarly, De Matos and Rossi (2008) argue that the relationships between satisfaction 

or loyalty and NWOM vary across products and services. However, their meta-analysis fails to 

find supporting evidence. A review of prior studies finds inconclusive evidence for the links 

between involvement or offer (product or service) characteristics and NWOM. 

There are several additional factors which could moderate the relationship between 

antecedents and NWOM. We aggregate these moderating variables using the same synthesis 

framework developed for NWOM antecedents (Table/Figures 3A, 3B, 3C); there has been little 

research exploring the relational, structural, and cultural moderators of NWOM. As expected, 

several factors are common to both antecedents and moderating variables  

Mediators. There is a conceptual dichotomy to be incorporated into the analysis. The 

association between antecedents and pre-redress NWOM is mediated by one set of variables, 

whereas characteristics of the recovery effort explain post-redress NWOM. See Table/Figures 

4A and 4B. 

We identified a large number of NWOM moderating and mediating variables. Next, we 

assessed their relative importance to NWOM by using the number of research studies that 

incorporate them as a proxy indicator. Emotions emerge as a dominant explanation of the 

dissatisfaction-NWOM relationship.  Several other factors, such as failure severity, cultural 

orientation, etc., also play a role as either NWOM antecedents or NWOM moderators. 

 

NWOM consequences 

 Negative word of mouth has more of an impact than positive word-of-mouth (Arndt 

1967; Hornik, Satchi, Cesareo, and Pastore 2015). A study of extant literature reveals that 

NWOM shapes outcomes at three levels: 
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FIGURE 2A:  NWOM Antecedent Framework- Personal Antecedents 
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FIGURE 2B:  NWOM Antecedent Framework- Situational Antecedents 
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FIGURE 2C: NWOM Antecedent Framework: Cultural, Relational and Structural Antecedents 
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FIGURE 3A: NWOM Moderating Variables – Personal 
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FIGURE 3B: NWOM Moderating Variables – Situational  
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FIGURE 3C:  NWOM Moderating Variables: Cultural, Relational, and Structural  
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1) the individual consumer exhibiting the behavior;  

2) prospective consumers exposed to the NWOM;  

3) aggregate performance indicators. 

 

Not only can dissatisfaction lead to NWOM, but it can also influence future dissatisfaction (Nyer 

and Gopinath 2005; Relling, Schnittka, Sattler, and Johnen 2016), repurchase, or patronage. 

NWOM also influences the recipients. Helping others know of the potential harms of dealing 

with firms is one motive for NWOM. In this respect, NWOM shapes expectations (Shi, Tang, 

Zhang, Gao, and Zhu 2016), brand attitude, brand attribute-level and overall evaluation 

(Laczniak et al. 2001), purchase intention (East, Hammond, and Lomax 2008), and innovation 

adoption (Jahanmir and Cavadas 2018).  

Another consequence of NWOM is its aggregate impact on a firm’s performance. Firms 

and brands that are the recipients of strong or frequent NWOM will likely suffer deterioration 

in performance indicators. NWOM can lead to reduced cash flows (Luo 2009), a fall in stock 

valuation (Luo 2007 2009) and net present value (Goldenberg, Libai, Moldovan, and Muller 

2007), fall in revenues (Samson 2006), and a negative impact on profits (Blodgett and Li 2007). 

 

NWOM TAXONOMY 
 We identify three dimensions to classify types of NWOM: legitimacy, redress stage, 

public/private dichotomy.  

 

Legitimacy 

Legitimate NWOM is triggered by genuine dissatisfaction, whereas illegitimate NWOM 

occurs in the absence of perceived dissatisfaction. Illegitimate complaining as a broader 

phenomenon is acknowledged to be driven by several motives, including underserved economic 

gain, social impression management, and global negative predisposition toward business 

(Reynolds and Harris 2005). All these motives, e.g., seeking sympathy or impressing others as 

a means of managing one’s social impression, are relevant to NWOM incidence (Harris and 

Daunt 2011).  

 

Redress Stage 

Consumers can engage in NWOM both before and after they seek redress. When viewed 

as a primary response to dissatisfaction, a consumer can engage in NWOM as a coping 

mechanism. At the pre-redress phase, NWOM can act both as a substitute as well as a 

supplement to firm-directed voice. The only conceptual boundary is that the provider firm has 

not yet attempted to satisfy the complaining consumer. The firm can either recover (after getting 

knowledge of consumer dissatisfaction) or fail to recover. In the second case, consumers can 

engage in post-redress NWOM. Literature often views it mainly as a retaliatory or a vindictive 

response, although we assert that post-redress NWOM can also occur because of altruistic 

motives.  

 

Private/Public 

In the past, NWOM was typically restricted to a private response (Richins 1983; Singh 

1988, 1990a). It was limited to a person’s social circle. The dynamics of its propagation were 

implied in its nomenclature. Internet/social media technologies have made it possible to extend 

the reach of a consumer’s informal firm-related message to a virtually unlimited number of 

prospective consumers. NWOM can more readily and frequently become public NWOM. 
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FIGURE 4A: NWOM Mediating Variables – Pre-redress 
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FIGURE 4B: NWOM Mediating Variables: Post-redress 
 

 

 

 

 

1. Communication mode Shapiro and Nieman-Gonder 

(2006) 

2. Perceived fairness or justice (in 

aggregate or via justice 

dimensions viz. distributive, 

procedural, interactional) 

Blodgett and Anderson (2000); 

Gelbrich (2010); Holloway et al. 

(2005); Kau and Wan-Yiun Loh 

(2006) 

3. Recovery configuration Casidy and Shin (2015) 

4. Recovery time Hogreve, Bilstein, and Mandl 

(2017) 
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Other potential dimensions exist. Consumer advocacy, i.e., the willingness to help fellow 

prospective consumers avoid a potentially dissatisfied purchase with the focal firm, is one of the 

motivations for NWOM (Gelbrich 2010; Jayasimha and Billore 2016). Another motive is to 

seek revenge, i.e., retaliating against the firm (Gelbrich 2010; Phau and Baird 2008). Similarly, 

the cause of an NWOM initiation may be an individual product/service failure at the operational 

level, e.g., a bad restaurant experience, a delayed flight, and so on. Another possibility is a 

corporate-level macro-failure such as incidents of corporate social irresponsibility, 

environmental harm, and unethical practices. Despite recognizing these conceptual differences, 

we don’t use these dimensions in the taxonomy as these are not separate behaviors, but different 

underlying causes of the same response. Figure 5 illustrates our proposed NWOM taxonomy.  

Our taxonomy recognizes both offline and online forms of NWOM. Sharing 

dissatisfaction with friends can occur face-to-face or through a restricted social media post such 

as a personal message or a Facebook post restricted to one’s friend list. Our taxonomy 

encompasses public NWOM complaints or reviews posted at non-official platforms, i.e., online 

media not managed by the firm. Complaints posted at a firm’s official platform (e.g., website, 

blog, social media handle) are a form of voice, i.e., a direct complaint to the firm (Melancon and 

Dalakas 2018). Being outside the realm of NWOM, the proposed taxonomy does not cover these 

firm-directed complaints even when they are accessible publicly. 

Additionally, complaints or negatively valenced reviews posted on generic third-party 

complaining platforms fall in the realm of third-party actions. Since these negative online 

reviews possess similar conceptual features (but at a higher level of aggregation), we place them 

under public NWOM.  Accordingly, public NWOM comprises complaints or negatively 

valenced reviews posted on a consumer’s unrestricted social media post, a self-run blog, generic 

review websites, or a specially created anti-brand website https://oyo-ruined-my-

anniversary.com/ or http://www.walmartsucks.org. The self-created complaint website NWOM 

is constrained to be a post-redress phenomenon. The cost and effort involved in creating and 

running an anti-brand website imply that consumers go to this extent only when primary redress 

fails (Ward and Ostrom 2006). The illegitimate forms of NWOM are mirrors of corresponding 

legitimate responses. Only their nature changes in terms of legitimacy while retaining the same 

operationalizations as discussed above. 

 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
 Our goal in this study was to provide a comprehensive analysis of the different forms 

and consequences of NWOM and its antecedents, moderators, and mediators.  

  We propose a five-level classification schema for NWOM antecedents and a taxonomy 

of NWOM responses. On a practical level, our taxonomy highlights the duality of legitimate 

and illegitimate forms of NWOM. The one-to-one correspondence between both these forms of 

NWOM implies the practical difficulties of managerial evaluation and response.  

Additionally, our work conceptually demarcates online complaining, enabling managers to craft 

differential strategies while revealing the need for further research. The dynamics of antecedents 

that enable a consumer to choose NWOM, from available complaining options, at both the pre-

redress and post-redress stages need further study. In today’s online hyper-mediated world, 

when the relative importance of situational and structural factors is reducing, there is also a need 

to emphasize the personal, cultural, and relational aspects. Table 6 and Figure 6 suggest future 

work on specific antecedents within these categories. 
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FIGURE 5: Proposed NWOM taxonomy 
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TABLE 6:   Suggested Constructs for Future NWOM Research 
 

Category Sub-category Significance 

Personal 

antecedents 

Advocacy/Altruism 

Despite the sheer dominance of theories of self-interest, 

rationality, and calculative behavior, people do spend time 

and effort helping others without expecting some 

instrumental benefits. This timeless phenomenon becomes 

even more relevant in the context of user-generated 

content, which is a broad discipline encapsulating public 

NWOM. Researchers need to identify the explanations 

and boundary conditions of the altruism-NWOM link. 

  

 

Emotions (Anger, 

disappointment, regret, 

sadness, embarrassment, 

hate, frustration, 

irritation, uncertainty) 

Emotions were incorporated into consumer complaining 

behavior, mainly in the 1990s. Despite the overall 

acceptance of the emotions-NWOM link, research needs 

to decipher the kind of emotions that lead to different 

forms of CCB, including NWOM. 

  
Cultural 

antecedents 

Cultural 

dimensions/values/beliefs 

A globalized world and an emphasis on emerging market 

research necessitate a continued focus on cultural 

dimensions as NWOM antecedents. Two specific research 

directions are proposed- Moving beyond generalized 

cultural dimensions and especially beyond Hofstede's 

(1983) cross-cultural framework, and to the individual 

rather than national measurement. 

 

 

 

 

Relational 

antecedents Relationship 

quality/strength 

The firm-customer association is more of a continuing 

series of interactions rather than isolated transaction(s). 

Although there has been work on the link between 

relational attributes such as length, strength, quality, etc., 

and NWOM or CCB in general, two views about this link's 

direction persist. Does a strong relationship give the firm 

some margin of customer tolerance in firm-attributed 

failure situations, or does it aggravate the customer’s 

dissatisfaction and consequent response? 

 

Value co-creation 

Value co-creation is generally considered a consequence 

of positively valenced e-WOM. However, the detrimental 

aspects of value co-creation, especially in situations 

accentuated by lack of consumer knowledge/ability and 

lack of consumer volition in co-creation settings, are 

known to have potentially damaging consequences, 

including NWOM (Heidenreich, Wittkowski, Handrich, 

and Falk 2015). This is a relatively under-researched area, 

and expectedly so, for it goes against the somewhat 

established paradigm. 
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FIGURE 6:   Suggested Constructs for Future NWOM Research 

 

 
 

 

Whether NWOM substitutes other complaining behaviors or supplements them is also a 

potential area for research. Although Halstead (2002) explored the issue, the work was limited 

to NWOM - direct voice association. There are multiple complaining behaviors for which this 

association is untested. 

NWOM helps individual consumers to vent their emotions. At the same time, it guides 

other consumers and works as a force in correcting poor-performing firms. However, at times, 

customers may engage in anti-normative behavior. While our taxonomy includes anti-normative 

behaviors, such as false NWOM, future research needs to explore the antecedents of this 

behavior. Customers may share exaggerated or fraudulent stories regarding their consumption 

experiences. Illegitimate complaining as a broader concept is well recognized (Reynolds and 

Harris 2005). However, despite good work in the space of deceptive reviews, little work has 

been linked to NWOM. 

Public NWOM has changed the dynamics of negative word of mouth and complaining 

behavior. Despite the pervasiveness of the internet and social media, comparatively fewer 

studies have explored public NWOM. Whereas traditional NWOM behavior is harder to 

measure, and researchers are generally constrained to study NWOM intention, measuring public 

NWOM behavior is comparatively more straightforward. Web scraping and text mining can 

provide large amounts of text reviews/feedback to help overcome the possibilities of a weak 

intention-behavior link. 

Within public NWOM, consumer-created complaint websites are an under-explored 

form of NWOM behavior. The motivation to pursue a relatively costly complaining 

manifestation while avoiding more direct complaining behaviors such as third party 
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complaining, or secondary voice needs further investigation. Do customers who create these 

websites exclusively have non-redress motives like consumer advocacy or revenge or are they 

using these platforms as a pressure-tactic in their redress attempts? The answer to this issue can 

help to place this category of NWOM in the broader complaining framework. 

With the advent of online media, the gap between NWOM and third party complaining 

is blurred.  Although we clarify the issue in the NWOM taxonomy, it still raises the question of 

whether consumers discriminate between the two aspects.  

To conclude, the non-commercial spread of consumers’ opinions and feelings constitutes 

one of the most potent mechanisms of market discipline. NWOM is a force that can mar the best 

of marketing campaigns. A thorough understanding of the evolving types and mechanisms of 

NWOM is essential. 
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