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This research focuses on the persuasive impact of a common yet understudied
form of word of mouth (WOM): one-on-one conversations in which consumers
share and compare past experiences with a product or service. In contrast to prior
work on WOM influence, we discover a “positivity effect” in these conversations,
such that consumers who share a negative experience form more favorable over-
all judgments after speaking with someone who had a positive experience, but
consumers who share a positive experience are unaffected by learning about
another’s negative experience. This effect is mediated by consumers’ dismissal of
their own negative experience as a temporary or one-off event in light of the other
person’s contrasting positive experience, and is facilitated by positive consumer
expectations of product and service performance. We also identify a key boundary
condition whereby the positivity effect of one-on-one conversations is moderated
by whether consumers have positive or negative expectations of product or ser-
vice performance. When expectations are negative, the positivity effect is damp-
ened and a negativity effect emerges.
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Imagine that you have just purchased the newest iPhone.
After one week, the phone’s camera begins to malfunc-

tion, leaving you unable to take pictures. You happen to
run into a friend and, noticing that she has the same phone,

begin to complain about your own experience with it. To

your surprise, your friend responds that her phone has been
working great and that its camera has been functioning per-

fectly. How would you react to this conversation? More
specifically, how would this casual discussion change your

overall views of the iPhone in terms of your attitude, satis-
faction, and repurchase intentions?

Based on prior word-of-mouth (WOM) research
(Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Herr, Kardes, and Kim

1991; Schlosser 2005), as well as findings showing that
negative (vs. positive) information is more perceptually sa-

lient and elicits greater psychological responses
(Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Peeters and Czapinski

1990), you might assume that your negative experience
would stick, making you unlikely to reconsider your opin-
ion of the phone, even when presented with your friend’s

positive experience. However, our findings present evi-
dence to the contrary. Specifically, we show that when
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consumers share differing accounts of a product’s or serv-

ice’s performance, those who had a negative experience

form more favorable overall evaluations of the product or

service, including greater repurchase intentions, after talk-

ing to another person who had a contrasting positive expe-

rience. On the contrary, those who had a positive

experience do not form more unfavorable evaluations after

talking to another person who had a contrasting negative

experience. This asymmetry suggests a positivity effect1 in

these types of conversations, as evaluations formed by a

negative (vs. positive) experience appear more malleable

and susceptible to the influence of a conversation partner’s

contrasting opinion, but not vice versa.
To explain this counterintuitive effect, we develop a

framework to better understand the persuasive influence of

one-on-one (or dyadic) conversations in which consumers

share and compare past personal experiences with a product

or service. This form of WOM appears to be surprisingly

common, as 75% of consumer conversations occur in a

face-to-face setting or over the phone (Enda and Mitchell

2013; Keller Fay Group 2014). Additionally, 50–80% of

WOM conversations involve consumers recounting direct

personal experiences to one another, as opposed to merely

passing along firm-generated content such as commercials

or celebrity endorsements (Bughin, Doogan, and Vetvik
2010). Prior work has looked at certain aspects of these con-

versations by studying “storytelling” and its effect on how

the sharer evaluates a product or service after talking about

an experience with another person (Cowley 2014; Moore

2012). However, little research has investigated more com-

plex interactions in which the consumer shares and then lis-
tens to another person’s experience with the same product

or service. Thus, our work provides new insight into how

consumers in an increasingly homogenized retail landscape

react when they share and compare contrasting (vs. similar)

personal experiences with the same product or service.
We draw on work in attribution theory (Chen and Lurie

2013; Folkes 1984, 1988), disconfirmation bias (Ditto and

Lopez 1992; Ditto et al. 1998; Edwards and Smith 1996),

and consumer expectations (Folkes and Patrick 2003;

Fornell et al. 1996; Johnson, Anderson, and Fornell 1995)

to explain why one-on-one WOM conversations are char-

acterized by a positivity effect. We suggest that learning of

a conversation partner’s contrasting experience can lead

consumers to attribute their own experience to temporary

performance heterogeneity, or dismiss it as a one-time

event, as opposed to attributing their experience to how the

product or service typically performs. We argue that be-

cause consumers generally have positive expectations of

product and service performance (Fornell et al. 1996;
Johnson et al. 1995), they are more likely to dismiss a neg-
ative (vs. positive) prior experience as a one-time event
upon learning of another person’s contrasting experience.
Such dismissal leads consumers to perceive their own neg-
ative experience as less diagnostic (Folkes and Patrick
2003), and underlies positive shifts in evaluation.
Supporting this proposed process, we show the reverse is
also true: when product and service expectations are nega-
tive, as opposed to positive, this positivity effect is attenu-
ated and a negativity effect actually occurs. These findings
broadly demonstrate that when a product and service expe-
rience violates expectations, consumers more readily dis-
miss it in light of contradictory WOM information.

Our research makes several contributions. First, we
believe we are the first to provide a comprehensive frame-
work of the persuasive influence of one-on-one conversa-
tions where consumers share similar and contrasting direct
product and service experiences. Prior work studying con-
sumer responses to contrasting opinions has primarily
looked at contexts in which participants communicated
within groups or with multiple anonymous others (Herr,
Kardes, and Kim 1991; Schlosser 2005). Ours, however, is
the first study to examine this phenomenon in a
“narrowcasting” WOM context, where consumers are more
interested in sharing useful information than making a pos-
itive impression on others (Barasch and Berger 2014).
Although we focus on private, face-to-face conversations
due to their commonality and their significant role in the
transmission of WOM, in the general discussion we detail
other WOM contexts with similar characteristics where our
framework is also applicable. Next, we identify a novel
WOM context that elicits a positivity effect, whereby posi-
tive information about a product or service is more persua-
sive than negative information. Although prior work has
typically found negativity bias in WOM (Chevalier and
Mayzlin 2006; Herr et al. 1991; Schlosser 2005), we lever-
age more recent research that has found attenuation of neg-
ativity bias in certain contexts (Chen and Lurie 2013),
while building on the critical role of positive consumer
expectations to make a case for the greater persuasion of
positive WOM (Fornell et al. 1996; Johnson et al. 1995).
Finally, in identifying dismissal as the attributional process
underlying our effect, we believe we are the first to show
how and why consumers update initially negative and posi-
tive evaluations based on post-consumption conversations
with others.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

One-on-One Conversations and the Sharing of
Contrasting Experiences

Our research focuses on dyadic conversations in which
both individuals have had a past personal experience with

1 We do not suggest that this is a bias, similar to negativity bias.
Instead, we argue that consumers form more favorable evaluations as
the result of a rational process, in which they perceive their own nega-
tive experience as a violation of generally positive performance
expectations.
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the same product or service. In our conceptualization of
these conversations, consumers both share and compare
accounts of satisfactory and unsatisfactory experiences,
leading them to make attributions about a product or serv-
ice’s performance (Folkes and Kotsos 1986). Therefore,
we do not focus on the sharing of opinions within more
taste-oriented domains, such as movies (He and Bond
2015; Schlosser 2005) or art, but rather on performance
contexts where it is less ambiguous whether a product or
service did or did not meet expectations.

We are particularly interested in one-on-one conversa-
tions where consumers share contrasting accounts of a
product or service’s performance, and the effect of this dis-
agreement on subsequent consumer evaluations. These
types of exchanges are common, as consumers are often
eager to share their “true” opinions with one another, espe-
cially when products and services are the center of discus-
sion (Chen and Berger 2013; Dubois, Bonezzi, and De
Angelis 2016). Supporting this argument, when we pre-
sented 65 undergraduates with a scenario in which a class-
mate told them about a product experience that was the
opposite of their own, 85% of participants said they would
respond by sharing their own contrasting experience with
the classmate (see appendix A).

Why Negativity Bias Is Dampened in One-on-
One Conversations

What happens when these disagreements arise? Past re-
search examining WOM influence suggests that negative
shared experiences will be more influential than positive
shared experiences (Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Herr
et al. 1991; Schlosser 2005), implying a negativity bias.
However, recent work has demonstrated that negativity
bias in WOM is mitigated under certain circumstances. In
particular, Chen and Lurie (2013) argued that negativity
bias occurs only because consumers are more likely to at-
tribute negative WOM to the product or service being men-
tioned, whereas they are more likely to attribute positive
WOM to the sharer’s personal motives (e.g., impression
management, social positivity norms), which often have
little to do with the product’s or service’s actual perfor-
mance. Supporting this notion, they found that in a context
where consumers equally attributed positive and negative
online reviews to the product or service itself (vs. the
reviewer’s personal motives), they were equally persuaded
by both—in other words, negativity bias was attenuated.

Building on this finding, we posit that negativity bias is
similarly attenuated in one-on-one conversations because
consumers, without regard to valence, predominantly at-
tribute the experiences shared in these conversations to the
product or service itself (vs. the personal motives of the
other person) (Chen and Lurie 2013). Specifically, in dy-
adic conversations, consumers narrowcast, or recount their
experience to just one other person. Prior work suggests

that narrowcasting leads consumers to focus more on shar-

ing useful information and less on trying to make a positive

impression (Barasch and Berger 2014; Tice et al. 1995).

Drawing on these findings, we posit that consumers in dy-

adic conversations likely share accurate information about

their own experience out of a desire to be honest and help-

ful, which leads them to assume that their conversation

partner has the same motive (Epley et al. 2004; Nickerson

1999). As a result, we propose that within dyads, consum-

ers predominantly attribute both positive and negative

shared experiences to the product or service being dis-

cussed (vs. the personal motives of the other person),

thereby attenuating negativity bias (Chen and Lurie 2013).
To test this assertion, we asked 80 Amazon Mechanical

Turk (MTurk) participants to imagine they were in a one-

on-one conversation with a coworker where they shared

contrasting experiences at a restaurant (either positive or

negative; see appendix B). Following Chen and Lurie

(2013), participants first indicated the extent to which they

attributed the coworker’s sharing of their experience to

personal motives. They then rated the extent to which they

attributed the sharing to the restaurant itself.2 We then cal-

culated a causal score by subtracting personal attributions

from restaurant experience attributions (MRestaurant ¼ 7.23,

SD¼ 1.40 vs. MPersonal¼ 6.36, SD¼ 1.38), where higher

scores indicated greater restaurant (vs. personal motive)

attributions. A one-sample t-test revealed that the differ-

ence score (M¼ .87, SD¼ 2.13) was significantly greater

than 0 (t(79)¼ 3.63, p¼ .001), indicating that participants

predominantly attributed the coworker’s WOM to the res-

taurant. Consistent with our argument, this attribution was

equivalent for positive and negative experiences shared by

the coworker (MPositive ¼ .76, MNegative ¼ .97; F(1,

78)¼ .20, NS). These results suggest that consumers in dy-

adic conversations attribute their conversation partner’s ex-

perience to the product or service significantly more than

personal motives, regardless of valence.

How Sharing Contrasting Experiences Shapes
Post-Consumption Evaluations

If individuals in dyadic conversations do not rely on

simple valence heuristics to determine the accuracy of one

another’s experiences, how do they respond when another

person’s experience contrasts from their own? Although

consumers tend to view their own experiences as highly di-

agnostic (Herr et al. 1991), they also understand that

2 We measured personal motive attribution with the question: “How
big of a role do you think personal factors (the other person’s personal-
ity, traits, character, personal style, and so on) played in their decision
to share their experience?” We measured restaurant experience attribu-
tion with the question: “How big of a role do you think the actual res-
taurant experience (food quality, service, etc.) played in their decision
to share their experience?” (1 ¼ minimal role; 9 ¼ maximal role)
(Chen and Lurie 2013).
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heterogeneity exists among products and services (He
and Bond 2015; Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry
1985). For instance, consumers recognize that some cars
in a production line can be dismissed as “lemons” due to
manufacturing glitches, while others in the same line per-
form perfectly fine. Supporting this assertion, Folkes
(1984) found that 67% of participants thought an unex-
pected restaurant experience could be due to a one-time
occurrence and was not typical of its chronic
performance.

This heterogeneity should be particularly salient in
exchanges where another’s experience directly contradicts
the consumer’s own experience. When this happens, we
posit that the consumer will interpret heterogeneity based
on her general expectations and beliefs of how products
and services typically perform. If a consumer perceives
that her conversation partner’s contrasting experience is
more consistent with how she would expect the product or
service to perform, she should attribute her own experience
to temporary performance heterogeneity, or the possibility
that her experience was a one-time event (Folkes 1984,
1988). On the contrary, if she perceives that her conversa-
tion partner’s experience is less consistent with expecta-
tions than her own experience, she should be less likely to
attribute her own experience to performance heterogeneity,
leaving her evaluations unchanged. Our argument aligns
with the idea that people are more critical of information
that is inconsistent with their general beliefs and expecta-
tions, while uncritically accepting of information that is
consistent with these beliefs and expectations (Ditto and
Lopez 1992; Ditto et al. 1998).

Importantly, past studies have found that consumers are
generally satisfied with products and services and tend to
have positive expectations regarding their performance
(Folkes and Patrick 2003; Fornell et al. 1996; Johnson
et al. 1995). Indeed, when we asked 66 undergraduates
to rate how they would expect each of 10 popular products
and services over $50 (e.g., smartphone, laptop, dinner out)
to perform,3 they had very high expectations
(MPerformance¼ 6.08 / 7, SD¼ .70) (appendix C).
Accordingly, we posit that when a consumer shares a
negative experience and learns of a conversation partner’s
contrasting positive experience, she will perceive her own
negative experience as less consistent with positive expect-
ations, causing her to scrutinize her negative experience
and attribute it to temporary performance heterogeneity
(i.e., dismiss it as a one-time event). This should lead her
to see her negative experience as less indicative of the
product or service’s chronic performance (Folkes and
Patrick 2003), and make her less likely to use this

experience in forming a subsequent judgment (Lynch,
Marmorstein, and Weigold 1988). As a result, she should
adjust her evaluations upward, in line with positive
expectations. On the other hand, if she shares a positive
experience and her conversation partner shares a contrast-
ing negative experience, her own experience is more con-
sistent with positive expectations, so she will be less
likely to scrutinize this positive experience (vs. her part-
ner’s negative experience) and dismiss it as a one-time
event. As a result, no shift in her evaluations should
occur.

Importantly, when the consumer and conversation part-
ner share similar experiences, we do not expect shifts in
evaluations since performance heterogeneity should not be
salient and consumers have no reason to question the attri-
bution of their own experience or change their evaluation.
Accordingly, we consider our control conditions to be
those in which the consumer and conversation partner
share similar experiences. Thus, our focal contrasts are
those that examine the shifts in evaluation when consumers
learn of a partner’s contrasting (vs. similar) experience.
We present our predictions for the basic positivity effect
and its underlying mechanism below:

H1:There will be an interactive effect of the consumer’s

own experience and her conversation partner’s experience

on shifts in the consumer’s general evaluations of a product

or service:

a. When a consumer shares a negative experience
and learns of a partner’s contrasting positive (vs.
similar negative) experience, the consumer will
form a more favorable evaluation of the product or
service.

b. When the consumer shares a positive experience
and learns of a partner’s contrasting negative (vs.
similar positive) experience, the consumer will not
change her evaluation of the product or service.

H2:When the consumer shares a negative experience and

learns of a conversation partner’s contrasting positive (vs.

similar negative) experience, the consumer’s attribution (or

dismissal) of her own experience as a temporary or one-time

event will mediate more favorable evaluations.

To this point, we have argued that consumers adjust
evaluations of their own negative experience upward be-
cause they perceive this experience to be less consistent
with positive expectations than the conversation partner’s
positive experience. We now further investigate this argu-
ment by looking at how negative expectations can reverse
this effect.

The Case of Negative Expectations

What happens when consumers have negative expecta-
tions? Consistent with our theorizing, we argue that when a

3 To assess performance, we used the measures: (1) I would expect to
be satisfied with this product, and 2) I would expect this product to
function well (Completely disagree ¼ 1; Completely agree ¼ 7; a ¼
.95).
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consumer with negative product or service expectations has
a negative experience and then learns of a conversation part-
ner’s contrasting positive experience, he should perceive
his own negative experience as more consistent with
expectations. As a result, he should not dismiss his negative
experience as a one-time event, leaving initial evaluations
unaffected. Conversely, if this consumer has a positive ex-
perience and learns of a partner’s contrasting negative expe-
rience, he should see his own experience as less consistent
with expectations than the partner’s experience, leading
him to dismiss his own positive experience as a one-time
event, downwardly shifting initial evaluations. In sum:

H3:There will be an interactive effect of consumer expecta-

tions, the consumer’s own experience, and the conversation

partner’s experience on shifts in consumers’ general evalua-

tions of a product or service:

a. When expectations are positive, we will replicate
our hypothesis 1 predictions.

b. When expectations are negative, our results will re-
verse our hypothesis 1 predictions, more specifically:
i. When a consumer shares a negative experience

and learns of a partner’s contrasting positive
(vs. similar negative) experience, the consumer
will not change his evaluation.

ii. When a consumer shares a positive experience
and learns of a partner’s contrasting negative
(vs. similar positive) experience, the consumer
will form a more unfavorable evaluation.

We summarize our predictions and the studies in which
they are tested in table 1.

We test our predictions in four studies across a diverse array
of one-on-one WOM conversations. In studies 1 and 2, we use
novel in-person conversation settings to show that when partic-
ipants share a negative experience with a conversation partner
who shares a contrasting positive experience, their initial evalu-
ations shift upward. On the other hand, no shift occurs when
participants share a negative experience and learn of the part-
ner’s contrasting positive experience (hypothesis 1). In
study 3, we replicate this effect in a vignette-based

conversation and find support for dismissal as our pro-
posed process (hypothesis 2). Finally, in study 4, we ma-
nipulate performance expectations to moderate the
persuasive effect of a conversation partner’s contrasting
experience (hypothesis 3). To demonstrate the generaliz-
ability and external validity of our findings, we investi-
gate a range of real and simulated dyadic relationships
including those with a likeable other (studies 1 and 2),
close friend (study 3), and casual acquaintance (study 4).
Moreover, we test products and services that participants
1) are obliged to use for a specific task (study 1); 2) are
structurally constrained to use within campus life (study
2); 3) chose themselves in real life (study 3); and 4) chose
as part of a scenario (study 4). Such variation allows us to
demonstrate that this phenomenon applies to products
with varying price points and levels of involvement.

STUDY 1

In study 1, we provide initial evidence that when con-
sumers share a negative product experience with a conver-
sation partner who shares a contrasting positive (vs. similar
negative) experience, they will form more favorable evalu-
ations. We expect no such shift when consumers share a
positive product experience and the partner shares a con-
trasting negative experience (hypothesis 1). To test this
prediction, we randomly assign participants to have a nega-
tive or positive experience with a university-branded pen
and measure time 1 evaluations of it. Next, as an ostensibly
separate study on conversation styles, we randomly assign
participants to have a conversation with a likeable
“student” confederate partner who happens to mention a
contrasting or similar experience with the same pen. We
then measure time 2 pen evaluations.

Method

Participants and Design. We randomly assigned 139
undergraduates at a large southwestern university to a 2
(own experience: positive vs. negative, between)� 2 (con-
versation partner’s experience: contrasting vs. similar,

TABLE 1

SUMMARY OF FOCAL PREDICTIONS

Expectations
Own

experience

Partner’s
contrasting
experience Process

Change in own
evaluations

(relative to similar
experience) Hypothesis and study tested

Positive Negative Positive Dismiss own experience
as one-time event

Upward shift Hypothesis 1 (basic effect): studies 1–4
Hypothesis 2 (mediation):
studies 3 and 4Positive Negative Do not dismiss own experience No change

Negative Negative Positive Do not dismiss own experience No change Hypothesis 3 (moderation by
expectations): study 4Positive Negative Dismiss own experience

as one-time event
Downward shift
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between)� 2 (time: before vs. after conversation, within)
mixed experiment. We removed nine participants with
whom the confederate could not share his opinion of the pen
before the conversation ended, leaving 130 participants.

Procedure. Upon entering the lab, we asked partici-
pants to fill out a sheet of basic biographical information
(e.g., year of birth, favorite food) for a study later in the
session. We provided all participants with a university-
branded ballpoint pen with which to complete this sheet.
Pretesting indicated that participants had reasonably pos-
itive (though not extreme) expectations of the pen’s per-
formance—that is, significantly above a neutral
midpoint of 4 out of 7 (M¼ 4.92; t(267)¼ 11.13,
p< .001) (see appendix D for further details). The pen
thus represented a strong initial test of our theory since it
allowed us to test whether participants would dismiss a
negative experience based on the moderately positive
performance expectations of a mundane product. In the
negative experience condition, we had intentionally
damaged the ballpoint tip of the pen by briefly holding it
up to a flame. Thus, the pen was not visibly damaged yet
wrote poorly, resulting in an unambiguously negative
product experience. In the positive experience condition,
the pen wrote normally.

After participants finished the first task, we gave them a
new survey stating that we were collecting feedback on
the behavioral lab and asked them to evaluate the usability
of some lab equipment, such as workstations. As part of
this survey, we asked participants to complete a general
evaluation of the university-branded pens using a three-
item index of attitude, satisfaction, and usage likelihood
(a¼ .93): 1) “How would you rate your attitude toward
the [university] pens that we have provided for these stud-
ies?” 2) “How satisfied were/are you with the [university]
pens that we have provided for these studies?” and 3)
“How likely would you be to use the [university] pens that
we have provided for these studies?” Here, and in all fu-
ture studies, across the time 1 and time 2 evaluation ques-
tions, we purposefully did not put numbers on the scales
(only word labels) to make it more difficult for partici-
pants to anchor on initial responses.

After a brief delay, we informed participants that they
had been selected to participate in an unrelated study on
conversation styles and that, as part of the study, we
wanted them to talk to another student participant.
Unbeknownst to the participant, the conversation partner
was an actor paid to pose as a fellow undergraduate. A lab
assistant led the participant and conversation partner to a
separate room and instructed them to have a short discus-
sion about two things they liked about being a student at
the business school. After a short pause, the confederate
shared two things he liked about being a business school
student and then listened as the participant shared what he
or she liked. This conversation was meant to encourage

rapport between the participant and the partner and foster
likeability (Sinclair et al. 2005) to make the participant
more comfortable with the confederate, thereby leading to
a more natural interaction.

Next, the conversation partner casually asked the partic-
ipant: “Hey, did they have you take that study where you
had to evaluate the lab equipment?” After the participant
responded that he or she had done the study, the partner
continued, “Did they ask you to rate the pen for some rea-
son? Did yours work okay?” After the participant shared
their experience with the pen, the confederate responded
by indicating that he had had either a contrasting or similar
experience: “That’s interesting, the pen they gave me
didn’t write all that well (wrote perfectly fine).” We felt
such an exchange would not feel odd or out of place given
that participants had just rated the pen and likely viewed it
as something common to discuss with the confederate.
Finally, at the end of the conversation, the confederate
pointed to a bowl of candy and offered some to the partici-
pant to further foster likeability (Sinclair et al. 2005). We in-
cluded this behavior to 1) increase the contextual similarity
to a conversation with a likable other, a person with whom
these types of discussions occur most frequently (Enda and
Mitchell 2013; Keller Fay Group 2014), and 2) decrease im-
pression management pressures, as people are more com-
fortable being themselves around people they feel close to
(Kraus and Chen 2009; Kwang and Swann 2010).

At this point, the lab assistant knocked on the door and
instructed participants to return to their seats, where they
were asked to complete a survey further exploring lab
equipment perceptions. We asked participants to recon-
sider their prior evaluations and respond to the same three-
item index for the university-branded pens (a¼ .91).
Finally, although all responses to our questions were com-
pleted in private, to account for the possibility that impres-
sion management motives were stronger in the negative
(vs. positive) own experience condition, we asked partici-
pants: “To what extent did you try to make a positive im-
pression on the person you talked to as part of this study?
(1¼ not at all; 7¼ very much so).”

Results and Discussion

We predicted that participants who shared a negative ex-
perience would form more favorable evaluations following
exposure to the conversation partner’s contrasting positive
(vs. similar negative) experience, while participants who
shared a positive experience would not change their evalu-
ations following exposure to the partner’s contrasting nega-
tive (vs. similar positive) experience (hypothesis 1). Across
all studies, for ease of exposition and increased clarity, we
first report the results of our mixed-design ANOVA. We
then present within-subjects time 1 to time 2 contrasts,
which test whether the magnitude of the evaluation shift is
greater than 0. Finally, we follow with our focal between-
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subjects contrasts of the t2 – t1 difference scores. These
complex contrasts test hypothesis 1 by comparing shifts in
participant evaluations depending on whether they inter-
acted with a contrasting (vs. similar) partner.

Main Results. We conducted a 2 (own experience: posi-
tive vs. negative, between)� 2 (conversation partner’s expe-
rience: contrasting vs. similar, between)� 2 (time: before vs.
after conversation, within) mixed ANOVA on our evaluation
index. There was a main effect of own experience valence
(MPositive ¼ 4.91 vs. MNegative ¼ 2.88; F(1, 126)¼ 83.83,
p< .001). Of note, initial evaluations of negative experiences
at time 1 fell well below neutral (4) on a seven-point scale,
indicating that we successfully manipulated an undoubtedly
negative experience in the lab. On the other hand, there was
no main effect of the conversation partner’s experience (F(1,
126)¼ .00, NS) or time (before [t1] vs. after [t2] the conver-
sation) (F(1, 126)¼ 1.67, p¼ .20). There were also no sig-
nificant two-way interactions. Importantly, we found a
significant own experience� partner’s experience� timing
interaction (F(1, 126)¼ 7.61, p< .01).4

We next examine our within- and between-subjects con-
trasts. As described above, because our focal predictions
are based on the changes in evaluations in the contrasting
and similar conditions, figure 1 and all subsequent figures
provide an illustration of shifts in participant evaluations in
the form of difference scores before and after the manipu-
lation. Consistent with past research looking at evaluation
changes over time (Ramanathan and Williams 2007), we
use proc mixed to test both within- and between-subjects
planned contrasts. All statistical tests retain the full degrees
of freedom. We also report effect sizes for each hypothe-
sized contrast.5 For completeness, we first present within-
subjects t2/t1 contrasts across all conditions, and then test
hypothesis 1 with our focal complex contrasts.

Our within-subjects contrasts revealed that among partici-
pants sharing a negative experience (or negative sharers),
when the conversation partner had a contrasting positive ex-
perience, we observed an upward shift in evaluations (t1
¼ 2.60 vs. t2 ¼ 3.03, Dt2–t1¼ .43; t(126)¼ 3.02, p¼ .003).
On the other hand, when the partner had a similar negative
experience, evaluations did not shift (t1 ¼ 3.00 vs. t2 ¼ 2.90,
Dt2–t1¼ –.10; t(126)¼ –.74, NS). Among participants who
shared a positive experience (or positive sharers), we found
no change in evaluations when the partner shared a
contrasting negative experience (t1 ¼ 5.03 vs. t2 ¼ 4.92,

Dt2–t1¼ –.11; t(126)¼ –.77, NS) or a similar positive experi-

ence (t1 ¼ 4.76 vs. t2 ¼ 4.92, Dt2–t1¼ .16; t(126)¼ .99, NS).
To test hypothesis 1, we performed between-subjects con-

trasts of the t2 – t1 difference scores among participants in the

contrasting and similar partner conditions. As stated above,

we consider the similar partner experience condition our con-

trol. Supporting hypothesis 1a, negative sharers whose partner

shared a contrasting positive experience increased their evalu-

ations more than those whose partner shared a similar nega-

tive experience (DContrasting ¼.43 vs. DSimilar ¼ –.10;

g2
G ¼.055; F(1, 126)¼ 1.57, p< .01). Supporting hypothesis

1b, positive sharers whose partner shared a contrasting nega-

tive experience did not differ from those whose partner shared

a similar positive experience (DContrasting ¼ –.11 vs. DSimilar

¼ .16; g2
G ¼.012; F(1, 126)¼ 1.57, p¼ .21).

Impression Management. A 2 (own experience)� 2

(conversation partner’s experience) between-subjects

ANOVA on our measure of participants’ desire to please the

partner revealed a nonsignificant two-way interaction (F(1,

126)¼ .97, NS) and no significant contrasts, suggesting no

differences in impression management across conditions.

Further, a 2 (own experience)� 2 (partner’s experience)� 2

(time) mixed ANOVA controlling for impression manage-

ment showed that our hypothesized three-way interaction

remained significant (F(1, 125)¼ 7.01, p< .01).

Debriefing. Our study focal effects and contrasts

remained robust to any concerns highlighted in the partici-

pant debriefing responses.6

FIGURE 1

STUDY 1: SHIFT IN EVALUATIONS (T2 – T1)

4 Of course, the analogous two-way interaction on the t2 – t1 differ-
ence scores obtains identical F and p-values (F(1,126) ¼ 7.61, p <
.01), so we report interaction effects only for the mixed ANOVA in
subsequent studies.

5 Please see web appendix A for graphs showing within-subject eval-
uations (and their standard deviations) at time 1 and time 2, as well as
effect size estimates (g2

GÞ of between- and within-subject factors and
within-subject pairwise contrasts (Olejnik and Algina 2003). Because
between-subjects contrasts represent tests of our hypotheses, we in-
clude effect sizes for these analyses in the text itself.

6 Following the study, a debriefing revealed that eight participants
had suspicions that could have influenced their evaluations of the pen.
Four of these participants indicated that they believed they interacted
with the conversation partner to influence their opinion of the pen,
three participants felt they were purposely given a faulty pen, and one
participant thought the partner was not actually another student partici-
pant. However, none of the participants correctly guessed all elements
of the study. Importantly, when we removed these participants from
our analysis, our predicted three-way interaction remained significant
(F(1,118) ¼ 7.33, p < .01), as did all hypothesized contrasts.
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Discussion. In study 1, we provide preliminary evi-
dence in support of hypothesis 1. When participants had a
negative experience with the pen, they evaluated it more
positively when the conversation partner shared a contrast-
ing positive (vs. similar negative) experience. However,
when participants had a positive experience, the partner’s
contrasting negative experience did not influence evalua-
tions. Further, a measure of impression management pro-
vides preliminary evidence that it is unlikely our results are
driven by participants wanting to be seen more positively
after recounting a negative (vs. positive) experience. While
we recognize that the upward shift in evaluations is rela-
tively small, it does represent a nontrivial 17% improve-
ment in initial evaluations, and is consistent with research
showing that people typically modify their beliefs gradu-
ally and incrementally (Weber and Crocker 1983). Most
importantly, in demonstrating this effect, we reverse prior
work showing a negativity bias in WOM (Chevalier and
Mayzlin 2006; Herr et al. 1991; Schlosser 2005). Of
course, we recognize that because participants only briefly
used the pen and it is a lower-involvement product, they
may not have given much thought or concern to its failure
or success. As a result, they may have formed less concrete
initial evaluations, and thus upward shifts in pen evalua-
tions might not generalize to a higher-involvement product
or service used on a regular basis. We address this issue in
study 2.

STUDY 2

In study 2, we seek to replicate our results by asking stu-
dents to recall and discuss an on-campus service experi-
ence, which we posit is more meaningful to them and
important to their daily life. We first ask undergraduate
participants to think about their experiences with on-
campus services. This provides a context where all partici-
pants have shared knowledge from which they can reason-
ably draw similar or contrasting opinions based on an
experience. To simulate a dyadic WOM conversation, we
randomly assign participants to share a negative or positive
on-campus service experience with a confederate posing as
another student collecting data for a class project. In addi-
tion, we look at whether participants update judgments
only of a service experience that is shared (vs. not shared)
during the conversation to rule out the possibility that en-
countering a conversation partner’s positive experience
leads to broader positive emotions that influence judgment
beyond the specific service discussed.

Method

Participants and Design. We randomly assigned 219
undergraduates from a large southwestern university to a 2
(own experience: positive vs. negative, between)� 2 (con-
versation partner’s experience: contrasting vs. similar,

between)� 2 (time: before vs. after conversation, within)
mixed design experiment. Seven participants who could
not recall experiences with a service but completed the sur-
vey anyway were removed from the analysis, leaving 212
participants.

Procedure. Upon entering the lab, participants were
randomly assigned to receive one of two versions of an
“On-Campus Services Study.” Students were given a list of
four on-campus services (dining, health, career, and aca-
demic advising) and asked to circle the one they felt most
negatively (positively) about, based on an unsatisfactory
(satisfactory) experience. Pretesting indicated that partici-
pants had positive expectations of all four services
(Madvising¼ 5.58; Mhealth¼ 5.40; Mdining¼ 4.94;
Mcareer¼ 5.59; see appendix D for full details). They then
wrote two or three sentences describing the experience.
Next, participants completed a survey in which they
gave an initial evaluation of all four campus services (in-
cluding the one they selected). We assessed initial evalu-
ations of each service using the same three-item index
from study 1 (adining ¼ .87, ahealth ¼ .92, acareer ¼ .88,
aadvising ¼ .83).

Next, we led each participant to a separate room where
he or she met the confederate partner. As in study 1, the
conversation partner posed as another student and
employed a likeability manipulation (Sinclair et al. 2005).
As before, this manipulation was done to foster familiarity
and make participants feel comfortable. Specifically, when
participants entered the room, the partner stood up, shook
their hand, and gave them a warm greeting. He then invited
them to sit down and introduced himself as a fellow student
working on a class project and looking for student feed-
back regarding on-campus services. Next, he offered par-
ticipants a piece of candy as a token of appreciation for
taking the time to talk with him. He then asked participants
if they could briefly share the positive or negative service
experience they had chosen to write about. After partici-
pants shared their experience, the conversation partner in-
dicated having had either a contrasting or similar
experience with the service (e.g., “I actually really like
(dislike) [service name]”) and stated that his experience
had been either similar or the opposite. He then thanked
participants and let them leave. Importantly, to simulate a
closer relationship than the last study and thereby increase
the generalizability of our findings, before they left, the
confederate told participants they would be meeting him
later in the session for a different project. This was done to
account for the possible limitation that participants may
have expected to speak with the confederate only once.
Because participants most likely run into their student
peers repeatedly and thus expect future interactions, this
subsequent conversation expectation was another way to
increase the external validity of our lab conversations.
Upon returning to the lab, to capture time 2 evaluations,
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participants completed an additional survey further explor-

ing on-campus services in which we asked them to recon-

sider their evaluations and respond to the same three-item

evaluation index measure for each service (adining ¼ .89,

ahealth ¼ .92, acareer ¼ .90, aadvising ¼ .87). Lastly, we asked

participants to complete final debriefing questions to assess

whether they guessed the study hypotheses.
As mentioned above, we additionally explored whether

participants updated evaluations for the services they did

not share with the confederate to see whether other

changes that could occur between time 1 and time 2 eval-

uations, such as more positive emotions, could explain

shifts in evaluations that had nothing to do with the

conversation.

Results and Discussion

Main Results. We conducted a 2 (own experience)� 2

(conversation partner’s experience)� 2 (time, within)

mixed ANOVA on the focal service evaluations. There

was a main effect of own experience valence

(MPositive¼ 6.12 vs. MNegative ¼ 3.41; F(1, 208)¼ 281.43,

p< .001) and a main effect of time, whereby evaluations

improved after the interaction (MBefore¼ 4.79 vs. MAfter

¼ 4.87; F(1, 208)¼ 4.19, p¼ .04). There was no effect of

the conversation partner’s experience (F(1, 208)¼ 1.31,

p¼ .25). We also found a significant own experience�
time interaction (F(1, 208)¼ 13.46, p< .001). Supporting

hypothesis 1, these interactions were qualified by a three-

way interaction (F(1, 208)¼ 5.17, p¼ .02) (see figure 2).
Next, our within-subjects contrasts revealed that when

negative sharers were exposed to the conversation partner’s

contrasting positive experience, their evaluations became

more favorable after the interaction (t1 ¼ 3.53 vs. t2
¼ 3.93, Dt2–t1¼ .40; t(208)¼ 4.75, p< .001). On the con-

trary, when the partner shared a similar negative experi-

ence, evaluations did not shift (t1 ¼ 3.29 vs. t2 ¼ 3.37,

Dt2–t1¼ .08; t(208)¼ .94, NS). Next, among positive shar-

ers, there was no change when the partner shared a con-

trasting negative experience (t1 ¼ 6.15 vs. t2 ¼ 6.05,

Dt2–t1¼ –.10; t(208)¼ 1.21, p¼ .23) or when the partner

shared a similar positive experience (t1 ¼ 6.16 vs. t2
¼ 6.13, Dt2–t1¼ –.04; t(208)¼ .44, NS). Supporting hy-

pothesis 1a, our focal complex contrast on the t2 – t1 differ-

ence scores of negative sharers revealed that the shift

observed when the partner shared a contrasting positive ex-

perience was greater than that observed when the partner

shared a similar negative experience (DContrasting ¼ .40 vs.
DSimilar ¼ .08; g2

G ¼.032; F(1, 208)¼ 6.82, p¼ .01).

Supporting hypothesis 1b, the corresponding contrast of

the difference scores of positive sharers was not significant

(DContrasting ¼ –.10 vs. DSimilar ¼ –.04; g2
G ¼.002; F(1,

208)¼ .32, NS).

Evaluations of Nonselected Services. We also tested

whether participants’ evaluations of the services they did

not share with the conversation partner changed following

the conversation to ensure our effects did not emerge as an

artifact of the two-time-period study design on a single

product or service. It is possible participants felt more posi-

tive emotions after the conversation and thus perceived all

services more favorably. To investigate this question, we

computed participants’ mean evaluations of the three serv-

ices they did not share with the partner before and after the

interaction. For instance, if participants discussed dining

services with the partner, we calculated the mean of their

evaluations of career, health, and academic advising serv-

ices. Analysis revealed no significant main effect of the

conversation partner’s experience (F(1, 208)¼ .88, NS) on

these nonselected evaluations. There was a significant

main effect of own experience valence (MPositive¼ 4.51 vs.

MNegative¼ 5.20; F(1, 208)¼ 52.96, p< .001) and timing

(MBefore¼ 4.77 vs. MAfter ¼ 4.87; F(1, 208)¼ 25.69,

p< .001). However, there was no significant three-way in-

teraction (F(1, 208)¼ .00, NS). Moreover, when breaking

out each nonselected service, we found a similarly non-

significant three-way interaction for health (F(1,

208)¼ .10, NS), dining (F(1, 208)¼ .40, NS), advising

(F(1, 208)¼ .10, NS), and career (F(1, 208)¼ .95, NS)

services.

Debriefing. As in study 1, our results remained robust

to suspicion of the confederate.7

Discussion. Study 2 replicates our support for hypothe-

sis 1 in a new dyadic conversation setting with a familiar,

FIGURE 2

STUDY 2: SHIFT IN EVALUATIONS (T2 – T1)

7 Examination of the study debriefing questions revealed that two
participants felt the conversation partner was trying to change their
mind about the service discussed. However, no participant indicated
that the partner was part of the study or not being truthful about his po-
sition as a student researcher. When we removed these participants,
our predicted three-way interaction remained significant (F(1,206) ¼
4.55, p ¼ .03), as did all hypothesized contrasts.
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frequently used service. We also show that the focal ef-

fect of consumers shifting their own negative experience

upward in the face of another’s contrasting positive expe-

rience holds only for shared (vs. unshared) experiences

within the dyad, revealing the instrumental role of en-

countering another’s contrasting opinion in changing opin-

ions, and thereby serving as a type of within-subjects

control. We should note that in web appendix B, we also in-

clude a between-subjects control condition in a vignette-

based study where participants do not imagine sharing their

experience with another individual, and show there are no

differences between sharing a similar experience and lack

of sharing altogether. In study 3, we test our proposed

process.

STUDY 3

Study 3 shifts to a conversation vignette and seeks to

achieve three objectives. First, given that WOM most fre-

quently occurs among close friends and family (Enda and

Mitchell 2013), we seek to replicate our focal effect in a

context where participants imagined conversing with an

actual close friend, with products or services they pur-

chased in the past. Second, using a vignette allows us to

better control both transmitter and recipient expression,

and is consistent with prior WOM research (Berger and

Iyengar 2013; Moore 2012; Schellekens, Verlegh, and

Smidts 2010; Zhang, Feick, and Mittal 2014). Third, we

look for evidence that more favorable evaluations among

negative sharers in the contrasting (vs. similar) partner con-

dition are driven by a process in which participants are

more likely to dismiss their negative experience as a one-

time event because it is less consistent with positive perfor-

mance expectations than the conversation partner’s

positive experience (hypothesis 2).

Method

Participants and Design. We randomly assigned 238

MTurk participants to a 2 (own experience: positive vs.

negative, between)� 2 (conversation partner’s experience:

contrasting vs. similar, between)� 2 (time: before vs. after

conversation, within) mixed-design experiment. One par-

ticipant who could not recall a product or service but com-

pleted the survey was removed from the analyses, leaving

237 participants.

Procedure. We asked participants to think about a

product or service costing at least $50 that they had pur-

chased in the previous six months and that they felt per-

formed unsatisfactorily (satisfactorily) (Zhang et al. 2014).

Next, we asked them to enter the name of the product or

service and write one or two sentences describing their ex-

perience. Participants tended to recall commonly used con-

sumer items such as laptops, cell phones, and video

games.8 Afterward, we asked participants to evaluate the
product or service using the three-item evaluation index
from the prior two studies (a¼ .97). However, because we
asked participants to name a product they had previously
purchased (and not just used, as with the lab pens and on-
campus services), we modified the question, “How likely
would you be to use this product or service?” to “How
likely would you be to purchase this product or service
again?” (1¼ extremely unlikely; 7¼ extremely likely).

Next, we asked participants to “enter the name of a close
friend that is important to you and has been for several
years” (Kraus and Chen 2009). We asked these participants
to imagine they were having a casual conversation with
their friend and told him/her about the product or service
experience they had written about. Participants in the simi-
lar partner condition then read: “To your surprise, [close
friend’s name] responds that he/she also really likes (dis-
likes) that product or service and appears satisfied that the
two of you share the same opinion. However, neither of
you discuss the matter any further.” In the contrasting part-
ner condition, they read: “To your surprise, [close friend’s
name] responds that he/she actually really likes (dislikes)
that product or service and appears perplexed that you both
do not share the same opinion. However, neither of you
discuss the matter any further.”

We next captured our mediator, asking participants to
complete a four-item measure of the extent to which they
attributed their experience to temporary performance heter-
ogeneity—that is, dismissed it as a one-time event follow-
ing the interaction (a¼ .88). We based these measures on
Folkes and Patrick’s (2003) characterization of perfor-
mance heterogeneity attribution as the recategorization of
an individual experience as an outlier rather than the norm.
The measures were: 1) “To what extent do you feel that
your experience with this product or service was an isolated
event and not representative of the product in general?” 2)
“To what extent do you think your experience with this prod-
uct or service was an accurate indicator of its overall per-
formance?” 3) “To what extent do you think you would have
a similar experience upon using this product or service
again?” and 4) “To what extent should your experience
shape your overall opinion of the product or service?” (all
anchored at 1¼ not at all, 7¼ very much so). Items 2–4
were reverse-coded and all items were combined to form our
dismissal index (a¼ .88). Finally, participants completed the
same three-item, time 2 evaluation index (a¼ .96).

Results and Discussion

Main Results. We performed a 2 (own experience)� 2
(conversation partner’s experience)� 2 (time) mixed

8 We posited that participants would have positive expectations of
the products and services elicited by this prompt, given that it was sim-
ilar to the recall task we used to generate the list of products and serv-
ices for the expectations pretest in the theory section (appendix C).
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ANOVA on the evaluation index. We found main effects
of own experience valence (MPositive ¼ 6.11 vs. MNegative

¼ 2.51; F(1, 233)¼ 723.11, p< .001) and time (MBefore

¼ 4.22 vs. MAfter ¼ 4.40; F(1, 233)¼ 19.53, p< .001).
There was no effect of partner experience (F(1,
233)¼ 1.29, p¼ .26). We also found a significant own
experience� time (F(1, 233)¼ 25.92, p< .001) and a mar-
ginal partner experience� time interaction (F(1,
233)¼ 3.68, p¼ .06). Importantly, these interactions were
qualified by a significant three-way interaction (F(1,
233)¼ 7.39, p< .01) (see figure 3).

Turning to our within-subjects contrasts, among negative
sharers, when the conversation partner had a contrasting
positive experience, evaluations shifted upward following
the imagined interaction (t1 ¼ 2.24 vs. t2 ¼ 2.83,
Dt2–t1¼ .59; t(233)¼ 7.06, p< .001). Interestingly, when
the partner had a similar negative experience, evaluations
also became more positive (t1 ¼ 2.39 vs. t2 ¼ 2.59,
Dt2–t1¼ .20; t(233)¼ 2.37, p¼ .02). We elaborate on this
finding further in the discussion. However, among positive
sharers, when the conversation partner had a contrasting
negative experience, evaluations did not change (t1 ¼ 6.27
vs. t2 ¼ 6.21, Dt2–t1¼ –.06; t(233)¼ -.74, NS), nor did they
shift when the partner had a similar positive experience (t1
¼ 5.98 vs. t2 ¼ 5.98, Dt2–t1¼ .01; t(233)¼ .07, NS).
Supporting hypothesis 1a, a complex contrast on the t2 – t1
difference scores of negative sharers revealed that the shift
observed when the partner shared a contrasting positive
(vs. similar negative) experience was greater
(DContrasting¼ .59 vs. DSimilar¼ .20; g2

G ¼.043; F(1,
233)¼ 10.44, p¼ .001). Supporting hypothesis 1b, the cor-
responding complex contrast among positive sharers was
nonsignificant (DContrasting¼ –.06 vs. DSimilar¼ .01;
g2

G ¼.001; F(1, 233)¼ .033, NS).

Mediator (Dismissal). We ran a 2 (own experience:
positive vs. negative, between)� 2 (partner’s experience:
contrasting vs. similar, between) ANOVA on our dismissal
measure. We found a main effect of own experience

valence, such that negative (vs. positive) experiences
were more likely to be dismissed as temporary in nature
(MNegative ¼ 3.22 vs. MPositive ¼ 2.16; F(1, 233)¼ 47.39,
p< .001), indicating that negative (vs. positive) experi-
ences that defy high expectations are more likely to lead
consumers to attribute their experience to heterogeneity
(Folkes 1984). There was also a main effect
whereby dismissal was higher when the partner’s experi-
ence was contrasting (vs. similar) (MContrasting ¼ 2.88 vs.
MSimilar ¼ 2.49; F(1, 233)¼ 6.47, p¼ .01). As expected,
there was a significant own experience� partner experi-
ence interaction (F(1, 233)¼ 5.53, p¼ .02) (see
figure 4).

Supporting hypothesis 2, negative sharers who learned
of a partner’s contrasting positive (vs. similar negative) ex-
perience were more likely to dismiss their negative experi-
ence following the conversation (MContrasting ¼ 3.59 vs.
MSimilar ¼ 2.84; g2

G ¼.048; F(1, 233)¼ 11.63, p¼ .001).
Among positive sharers, there was no such difference
(MContrasting ¼ 2.17 vs. MSimilar ¼ 2.14; g2

G ¼.000; F(1,
233)¼ .02, NS).

Moderated Mediation Analysis. We tested moderated
mediation using PROCESS model 59 of the bootstrapping
process described by Hayes (2013) on the t2 – t1 evaluation
index difference scores. This model has been used in other
studies to allow the moderator (valence of own experience)
to interact with both the independent variable (partner’s ex-
perience) and the mediator (dismissal) (Birnbaum et al.
2014; Clark et al. 2017; Goncalo, Vincent, and Krause
2015). This is the most robust model to analyze our effect,
given that the valence of the consumer’s own experience
also affects the direction of evaluation change following
dismissal (see web appendix C for a full explanation of the
model, its graphical depiction, and detailed analysis). As
predicted, for negative sharers, dismissal mediated the ef-
fect of the partner’s contrasting positive (vs. similar nega-
tive) experience on upward shifts in evaluations
(BIndirect¼ .24, CI95% [.07, .57]). Specifically, negative

FIGURE 4

STUDY 3: DISMISSAL OF OWN EXPERIENCE

FIGURE 3

STUDY 3: SHIFT IN EVALUATIONS (T2 – T1)
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sharers dismissed their own experience as a one-time event
when they learned of the conversation partner’s contrasting
(vs. similar) experience (B¼ .75, CI95% [.32, 1.19]). As
dismissal increased, participants evaluated the product or
service more favorably (B¼ .32, CI95% [.24, .41]). On the
contrary, among positive sharers, dismissal did not mediate
(BIndirect¼ –.002, CI95% [–.04, .03]). The index of
moderated mediation further confirmed that our moderated
mediation analysis was successful (B¼ –.24, CI95%

[–.56, –.07]).

Discussion. In study 3, we again find support for hy-
pothesis 1 by showing that, when faced with a conversation
partner’s contrasting experience, consumers adjust nega-
tive judgments upward. Critically, supporting hypothesis 2,
when negative (vs. positive) sharers became aware of a
partner’s contrasting experience, they were more likely to
dismiss their own experience as a one-time event, which
mediated the upward shift in evaluations of the product or
service. Surprisingly, in this study, participants who shared
a negative experience evaluated products and services
more positively after learning of a close partner’s similar
negative experience. While we did not observe this shift in
any other studies, we note that the magnitude of the shift
(D¼ .20) is still substantially smaller than the focal con-
trasting experience (D¼ .59), and, as will be evident next,
similar to the time 1 to time 2 shifts in study 4 (D¼ .14,
also a vignette).

STUDY 4

Thus far, we have argued that consumers dismiss their
own negative experiences as one-time events when faced
with another’s contrasting positive experience because of
their generally high expectations of product and service per-
formance. However, it is theoretically important to test our
process in the rarer case where consumers have negative
expectations, despite the increased uncertainty and variance
that may occur when testing these products and services.
Thus, in study 4, we directly manipulate performance
expectations. Specifically, in hypothesis 3, we argued that
when consumers have negative expectations, those who had
a negative experience with a product or service should no
longer dismiss their own experience when faced with anoth-
er’s contrasting positive experience. Analogously, when
expectations are negative, one should be more likely to dis-
miss one’s own positive experience after learning of anoth-
er’s contrasting negative experience, reversing the positivity
effect of prior studies.

To test this in study 4, we manipulate expectations of a
new restaurant. This study also seeks to further address the
alternative explanation of impression management. We
found preliminary evidence that impression management
motives did not differ among negative (vs. positive) sharers
in study 1, but we take two further steps to rule out

impression management as a mediator. First, we ask partic-

ipants to imagine their conversation partner is an acquain-

tance (vs. a close friend), as increasing social distance

heightens impression management concerns and thus pro-

vides a more rigorous test for this alternative (Kraus and

Chen 2009; Kwang and Swann 2010). Second, we use a

four-item measure that explicitly captures whether partici-

pants changed their evaluations to satisfy impression man-

agement/positivity norms.
We acknowledge the possibility that negative (vs. posi-

tive) sharers may respond to general impression manage-

ment concerns by wanting to outwardly appear more

agreeable. However, we believe that such concerns are

unlikely to mediate our positivity effect since responses

for time 2 evaluations are taken privately after the interac-

tion, and research shows that impression management

motives influence public, but not private, behavior and

opinions (Dubois, Rucker, and Galinsky 2012;

Kristofferson, White, and Peloza 2014; Ratner and Kahn

2002). We reasoned that if we indeed did not find media-

tion by impression management concerns with a more nu-

anced four-item measure and a more socially distant

partner, we could more confidently support our claim that

impression management is not the primary driver of the

focal effects.

Method

Participants and Design. We randomly assigned 400

MTurk participants to a 2 (own experience: positive vs.

negative, between)� 2 (conversation partner’s experience:

contrasting vs. similar, between)� 2 (restaurant expecta-

tions: positive vs. negative, between)� 2 (time: before vs.

after conversation, within) mixed-design experiment. We

removed eight duplicate participants included due to an er-

ror in the filtering of individuals who had previously taken

the survey, leaving 392 participants. Of note, our predicted

interaction remained significant when these participants

were retained (F(1, 384)¼ 19.54, p< .001), as did our hy-

pothesized contrasts.

Procedure. We told participants we were conducting

a study on how news stories affect product and service

evaluations. We first asked participants to imagine they

were looking for information on a fictional chain restau-

rant, The Copper Yard, and to read a top Google search

article for this restaurant. In the positive expectations

condition, we showed participants a fictional Consumer
Reports article rating The Copper Yard as excellent on

its food and customer service (see appendix E). In the

negative expectations condition, the article rated the res-

taurant as poor on both these dimensions. Next, we asked

participants to imagine they looked up additional infor-

mation for the Copper Yard franchise in their town. In

the positive (negative) expectations condition, we
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presented them with a fictional local newspaper article
describing the restaurant’s high (low) sales and expert
opinions of its high- (low-) quality food and service.
Both articles highlighted that the restaurant was currently
revamping its menu to provide a plausible reason for vis-
iting the restaurant. After reading the articles, partici-
pants rated their expectations of The Copper Yard with
the same two-item measure used in the product expecta-
tions pretest from the literature review (a¼ .96; see foot-
note 4 for items). We asked participants to read two
articles to add realism to a situation in which consumers
might form expectations by learning general information
about a national chain, and then looking up specific in-
formation about the franchise in their area. We also
wanted to ensure that our negative expectations manipu-
lation was sufficiently strong and enduring to set below-
neutral expectations.

Next, we asked participants to imagine trying The
Copper Yard because it was advertising a new happy hour
special and was close to their home (see appendix F).
Participants in the positive own experience condition
imagined having a prompt and pleasant server and eating
a tasty dish, while participants in the negative own experi-
ence condition imagined having a slow and unpleasant
server and eating a mediocre dish. Participants then evalu-
ated The Copper Yard on the same three questions from
study 3 (attitude, satisfaction, and purchase likelihood),
as well as a fourth item asking “How likely would you be
to go to The Copper Yard again in the future?” (a¼ .96).
We added this item to capture intentions to return to the
restaurant, as prior work has found repeat loyalty to be an
important indicator of consumer restaurant evaluations
(Mattila 2001).

Next, we asked participants to imagine that, a week
after their experience at The Copper Yard, they ran into
an acquaintance and struck up a short conversation that
included a discussion about local restaurants. As de-
scribed, we purposefully chose an acquaintance as the
conversation partner to support the notion that our ef-
fect is robust to varying levels of social distance.
Participants then imagined sharing their experience at
The Copper Yard with the acquaintance and that the ac-
quaintance then shared a contrasting or similar restau-
rant experience. To make the conversation seem
natural, we asked participants to imagine that they ca-
sually shared a few more details about their experiences
before exhausting the subject and turning to other
topics.

Participants then rated the extent to which they would
dismiss their own experience as a one-time event following
the conversation using the four-item measure from study 3
(a¼ .88). They also responded to a time 2, four-item evalu-
ation index for The Copper Yard (a¼ .99). Finally, we
asked participants a four-item measure of how much they
were influenced to change their opinion of The Copper

Yard9 based on impression management concerns.
Importantly, while our study 1 impression management
measure captured general impression management motives
in each condition, our new measure directly asked partici-
pants whether they changed their evaluation to satisfy an
impression management motive, thereby examining
whether impression management motives, as opposed to
dismissal, mediated our results.

Results and Discussion

We predicted that when participants had positive expect-
ations, we would replicate our prior positivity effect: nega-
tive sharers would form more positive evaluations upon
learning of the conversation partner’s contrasting positive
(vs. similar negative) experience, whereas positive sharers
would not change their evaluations. On the contrary, when
participants had negative expectations, we expected a nega-
tivity effect such that negative sharers would no longer
form more favorable evaluations following exposure to the
partner’s contrasting positive (vs. similar negative) experi-
ence. Instead, we predicted that positive sharers would now
form more negative evaluations after exposure to the part-
ner’s contrasting negative (vs. similar positive) experience.
Of note, because intentionally using products for which
consumers have negative expectations is less common, we
are less certain of how consumers will behave outside of
the explicit contrasts we predict in hypothesis 3b.

Manipulation Check. A one-way ANOVA confirmed
that our expectations manipulation was successful
(MPositive ¼ 6.47 vs. MNegative ¼ 2.12; F(1, 384)¼ 2124.06,
p< .001).

Main Results. We conducted a 2 (own experience: pos-
itive vs. negative, between)� 2 (conversation partner’s ex-
perience: contrasting vs. similar, between)� 2 (restaurant
expectations: positive vs. negative, between)� 2 (time: be-
fore vs. after conversation, within) mixed ANOVA on the
evaluation index. We found main effects of own experi-
ence valence (MPositive ¼ 6.19 vs. MNegative ¼ 2.06; F(1,
384)¼ 2123.80, p< .001), restaurant expectations
(MPositive ¼ 4.57 vs. MNegative ¼ 3.67; F(1, 384)¼ 101.37,
p< .001), and time (MBefore ¼ 4.06 vs. MAfter ¼ 4.19; F(1,
384)¼ 20.78, p< .001); significant own experience� time
(F(1, 384)¼ 137.66, p< .001), partner experience� time
(F(1, 384)¼ 15.36, p< .001), and expectations� time

9 To assess social positivity norms and impression management
motives, we used the following items: 1) To what extent did your de-
sire to make a positive impression on this person influence your opin-
ion of The Copper Yard? 2) To what extent did you change your
opinion of The Copper Yard in order to make a positive impression on
this individual? 3) To what extent did you change your opinion of The
Copper Yard because you felt pressure to be agreeable? 4) To what ex-
tent did you change your opinion of The Copper Yard in order to
maintain a positive relationship with this individual? (not at all ¼ 1,
very much so ¼ 7; a ¼ .90).
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(F(1, 384)¼ 39.96, p< .001) interactions; and a marginally

significant partner experience� expectations interaction

(F(1, 384)¼ 3.08, p¼ .08). We also found significant own

experience� partner experience� time (F(1, 384)¼ 44.57,

p< .001), own experience� expectations� time (F(1,

384)¼ 5.06, p< .03), and partner experien-

ce� expectations� time (F(1, 384)¼ 27.26, p< .001)

interactions. Most importantly, supporting hypothesis 3,

these were qualified by a four-way interaction (F(1,

384)¼ 19.54, p< .001) (see figure 5).
We first examined the positive expectations conditions.

Among individuals sharing a negative experience, replicat-

ing prior studies, within-subjects evaluations shifted signif-

icantly upward in the contrasting partner condition (t1
¼ 2.11 vs. t2 ¼ 3.43, Dt2–t1¼ 1.32; t(384)¼ 17.44,

p< .001). Conversely, these evaluations did not signifi-

cantly change in the similar partner condition (t1 ¼ 2.31 vs.

t2 ¼ 2.45, Dt2–t1¼ .14; t(384)¼ 1.61, p¼ .11). Next, among

individuals sharing a positive experience, evaluations did

not change in the contrasting partner condition (t1 ¼ 6.57

vs. t2 ¼ 6.43, Dt2–t1¼ –.15; t(384)¼ –1.58, p¼ .12), nor

did they shift in the similar partner condition (t1 ¼ 6.66 vs.

t2 ¼ 6.63, Dt2–t1¼ –.03; t(384)¼ .42, NS). Supporting hy-

pothesis 1 and replicating studies 1–3, a complex contrast

on the t2 – t1 difference scores among those sharing a nega-
tive experience showed that the shift in the contrasting (vs.
similar) partner condition was greater (DContrasting¼ 1.32
vs. DSimilar¼ .14; g2

G ¼.222; F(1, 384)¼ 109.41, p< .001).
The corresponding contrast among positive sharers was not
significant (DContrasting¼ –.15 vs. DSimilar¼ –.03;
g2

G ¼.002; F(1, 384)¼ .87, NS).
We next examined the negative expectations conditions.

Among individuals who shared a negative experience,
within-subjects evaluations shifted significantly upward to
relatively the same degree in the contrasting partner condi-
tion (t1 ¼ 1.32 vs. t2 ¼ 1.57, Dt2–t1¼ .25; t(384)¼ 3.23,
p¼ .001) and in the similar partner condition (t1 ¼ 1.53 vs.
t2 ¼ 1.72, Dt2–t1¼ .20; t(384)¼ 2.16, p¼ .03). Next, among
individuals with negative expectations who shared a posi-
tive experience, evaluations shifted significantly downward
in the contrasting partner condition (t1 ¼ 5.93 vs. t2 ¼ 5.49,
Dt2–t1¼ –.43; t(384)¼ 5.14, p< .001). Interestingly, evalu-
ations also shifted significantly downward in the similar
partner condition (t1 ¼ 6.02 vs. t2 ¼ 5.79, Dt2–t1¼ –.23;
t(384)¼ 3.10, p¼ .002), but to a lesser extent. Supporting
hypothesis 3, a follow-up contrast on the difference scores
of those sharing a negative experience revealed no differ-
ences between the two shifts (DContrasting¼ .25 vs.
DSimilar¼ .20; g2

G ¼.001; F(1, 384)¼ .21, NS). As we will
discuss later, this contrast indicates that the upward shift
observed among negative sharers in the contrasting partner
condition is unlikely to be related to the partner’s shared
experience, which is the focus of our predictions, but rather
some other factor. An additional contrast on the difference
scores of positive sharers showed that the negative shift in
the contrasting negative (vs. similar positive) partner con-
dition was marginally greater (DContrasting¼ –.43 vs.
DSimilar¼ –.23; g2

G ¼.009; F(1, 384)¼ 3.51, p¼ .06). This
suggests that although positive sharers became more nega-
tive in both conditions, those in the contrasting partner
condition were most negative, presumably due to their dis-
missal of the negative experience as a one-time event, con-
sistent with our theory.

Finally, we ran two additional difference score contrasts
to test how another’s distinct experience can shape dis-
missal differently when people have positive versus nega-
tive expectations. Consistent with our theory, the upward
shift in evaluations among negative sharers in the contrast-
ing partner condition was significantly attenuated
when expectations were negative (vs. positive)
(DPositive exp¼ 1.32 vs. DNegative exp¼ .25; g2

G ¼.199; F(1,
384)¼ 95.61, p< .001). Next, the downward shift in evalu-
ations among positive sharers in the contrasting partner
condition was significantly enhanced when expectations
were negative (vs. positive) (DPositive exp¼ –.15 vs.
DNegative exp¼ –.43; g2

G ¼.013; F(1, 384)¼ 5.11, p¼ .02).

Mediator (Dismissal). We conducted a 2 (own experi-
ence)� 2 (conversation partner’s experience)� 2

FIGURE 5

STUDY 4: SHIFT IN EVALUATIONS (T2 – T1)

A. POSITIVE EXPECTATIONS
B. NEGATIVE EXPECTATIONS

A. POSITIVE EXPECTATIONS
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(restaurant expectations) between-subjects ANOVA on our
dismissal mediator. We found main effects of own experi-
ence (F(1, 384)¼ 10.03, p¼ .002) and partner experience
(F(1, 384)¼ 76.02, p< .001) and significant own experien-
ce� partner experience (F(1, 384)¼ 5.92, p¼ .02), own
experience� expectations (F(1, 384)¼ 148.12, p< .001),
and partner experience� expectations (F(1, 384)¼ 7.51,
p¼ .01) two-way interactions. Most importantly, we found
a significant own experience� partner experien-
ce� expectations interaction (F(1, 384)¼ 6.59, p¼ .01).
Replicating study 3, planned contrasts revealed that in the
positive expectations condition, negative sharers were
more likely to dismiss their own experience when the con-
versation partner shared a contrasting positive (vs. similar
negative) experience (MContrasting¼ 4.30 vs.
MSimilar¼ 2.62; g2

G ¼.159; F(1, 384)¼ 72.38, p< .001).
Further, in the negative expectations condition, positive
sharers were more likely to dismiss their own experience
when the partner shared a contrasting negative (vs. similar
positive) experience (MContrasting¼ 3.36 vs. MSimilar¼ 2.73;
g2

G ¼.026; F(1, 384)¼ 10.35, p< .001). Third, among neg-
ative sharers who learned of a partner’s contrasting
positive experience, dismissal was significantly higher
when general expectations were positive (vs. negative)
(MPositive exp¼ 4.30 vs. MNegative exp¼ 2.42; g2

G ¼.202;
F(1, 384)¼ 97.24, p< .001).

Moderated Mediation Analysis. We tested moderated
mediation using PROCESS model 73 (Hayes 2013) on the
t2 – t1 evaluation index difference scores. This model is
the three-way analog to PROCESS model 59, used in
study 3, and has been used in prior research to allow both
moderators to interact with both the independent variable
and the mediator10 (Clark et al. 2017) (see web appendix
D.1).

We first examined participants with positive expecta-
tions. For those who had positive expectations and shared
a negative experience, dismissal mediated the upward
shift in evaluations in the contrasting (vs. similar) partner
experience condition (BIndirect¼ .57, CI95% [.35, .89]). On
the contrary, for those who had positive expectations and
shared a positive experience, dismissal did not mediate
shifts in evaluations (BIndirect¼ –.02, CI95% [–.12, .05]).
Also, as predicted, for those who had negative expecta-
tions but shared a positive experience, dismissal mediated
the downward shift observed when the partner had a con-
trasting negative (vs. similar positive) experience
(BIndirect¼ –.14, CI95% [–.25, –.05]). Finally, for partici-
pants who shared a negative experience, dismissal medi-
ated the changes in evaluations (BIndirect¼ .12, CI95% [.02,
.30]), though these changes were not different in the

contrasting (vs. similar) partner conditions and so should

be interpreted in such a light.

Alternative Mediator. We also tested whether positiv-

ity norms/impression management mediated our results.

There was a significant three-way interaction on our index

(F(1, 382)¼ 6.53, p¼ .01). Driving this interaction, under

negative expectations, positive sharers had the greatest

impression management concerns upon learning of the

partner’s contrasting negative experience. Notably, this

pattern is inconsistent with our focal evaluation results,

where we found the largest shift under positive expecta-

tions, when negative sharers learned of the partner’s con-

trasting positive experience. More importantly, impression

management concerns did not mediate in any of the condi-

tions (all confidence intervals included 0). Further, follow-

ing Zhao, Lynch, and Chen (2010), we tested this variable

in parallel with our dismissal mediator (see web appendix

D.2 for full details) and again found no evidence that these

motives mediated our effect in any conditions.

Discussion. In study 4, we show that expectations

play an important role in how dyadic conversations

shape consumer evaluations. When participants had posi-

tive expectations, we replicated prior studies and found

the same positivity effect and mediation. On the other

hand, when participants had negative expectations, we

found a different pattern of results. In particular, the up-

ward shift among negative sharers in the contrasting

partner condition was dampened, and was no different

from the shift in the similar partner condition.

Additionally, there was a significant downward shift

among positive sharers in the contrasting partner condi-

tion, and this shift was marginally greater than the shift

in the similar partner condition.
Given people are less likely to use products and services

for which they have negative expectations, it is less surpris-

ing that we found some unpredicted effects in these condi-

tions—most notably increases and drops of �.20 from time

1 to time 2 evaluations. We note that though significant, a

change of �.20 is much smaller than the focal changes

documented in prior studies or in the positive expectations

of study 4, which are all substantially larger (.42 in study

1, .40 in study 2, .59 in study 3, and 1.32 in the positive

expectations condition of study 4). Thus, we expect the sig-

nificance of these smaller changes is more dependent on

the increased sample size of study 4, as opposed to substan-

tial changes in beliefs themselves. Importantly, our focal

drop, whereby people holding negative expectations were

more likely to lower their own positive evaluations in light

of another’s negative evaluations, is more in line with the

changes (–.43) across prior studies.

10 Because we used PROCESS model 73, we also include full details
of the analysis of the second half of the mediation path, which is the
effect of the dismissal � own experience � expectations interaction
on evaluations in web appendix D.1.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across four studies, we test a framework to illustrate the
influence of one-on-one conversations where consumers
share and compare experiences with a product or service.
We demonstrate a positivity effect in these conversations,
whereby consumers who share a negative experience eval-
uate products and services more favorably after learning
about someone else’s contrasting positive experience, but
not vice versa. Furthermore, we identify the underlying
process behind this positivity effect: positive expectations
of product and service performance lead consumers to at-
tribute their own negative experience to temporary perfor-
mance heterogeneity (i.e., dismiss it as a one-time event).
We also delineate a theoretical boundary condition
whereby when consumers have negative product and ser-
vice expectations, they no longer dismiss their own nega-
tive experience upon learning of a conversation partner’s
contrasting positive experience, and the positivity effect is
attenuated. Conversely, negative expectations cause con-
sumers to dismiss their own positive experience after they
learn of a conversation partner’s negative experience, lead-
ing to a negativity effect.

Importantly, our focal pattern of effects remains consis-
tent across a range of real and simulated dyadic interac-
tions with differing levels of closeness (e.g., likable other,
close friend, casual acquaintance), a diverse set of prod-
ucts and services (ballpoint pens, campus services, costly
[>$50] products bought by participants, a restaurant ex-
perience), and oppositely valenced performance expecta-
tions. These varying experimental paradigms increase
generalizability and help to rule out specific alternative
accounts. First, the similar pattern of effects with close
others and acquaintances suggests that the malleability of
evaluations we observe is unlikely to be driven by spill-
over from impression management concerns. The range
of products used also makes a self-repair account
(whereby consumers increase evaluations to make them-
selves feel better about a bad experience) less plausible.
The fundamental attribution error suggests that partici-
pants most likely blame the product or service, not them-
selves, for their negative experience (Bitner, Booms, and
Mohr 1994; Folkes and Kotsos 1986), a bias that should
be particularly strong with the more mundane pen and
campus services used in studies 1 and 2, which were pro-
vided to (and not chosen by) participants. Moreover, our
study 4 finding—that when expectations are negative,
participants who had a positive experience shift their
evaluations downward—is inconsistent with a self-repair
account, as it is unlikely consumers would want to feel
worse about having had a positive experience. In sum, the
replication of our focal positivity effect across dyad types
and products, its mediation by dismissal, and the subse-
quent reversal of our positivity effects when expectations
are negative provides convergent evidence of

expectations, experience, and WOM shaping consumer

evaluations.
We make several contributions to the literature. First, in

recent years, consumer researchers have largely focused on

the effect of online WOM, such as consumer reviews. As a

result, there is little knowledge regarding the persuasive

impact of interpersonal communication that often occurs

offline, such as casual conversations where consumers

share and compare past product or service experiences.

These conversations appear to be surprisingly common and

powerful, as consumers in an increasingly homogenized re-

tail landscape often use the same products and services,

and share these experiences with one another (Bughin et al.

2010; Enda and Mitchell 2013; Keller Fay Group 2014).

Past work has looked at some aspects of these conversa-

tions in settings where participants communicate within

groups after reading about a product (Herr et al. 1991), or

with multiple anonymous online others (Schlosser 2005).

Other work has looked at how “storytelling” impacts the

sharer (Cowley 2014; Moore 2012), but not how the sharer

responds to another person’s experience with the same

product or service. Thus, our work provides new insights

into the persuasive influence of these more complex

interactions.
Next, although past WOM research has largely found

that negative WOM is more powerful than positive WOM

(Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Herr et al. 1991; Schlosser

2005), more recent work has found that this negativity

bias is attenuated under certain circumstances (Chen and

Lurie 2013). Leveraging this latter finding, we demon-

strate a positivity effect in one-on-one conversations, as

consumers who have generally positive expectations dis-

miss their own negative experience as a one-time event

after learning of another’s positive experience, but not

vice versa. Thus, to our knowledge, ours is the first WOM

research to indicate that positive information regarding a

product or service experience can be weighed more

heavily than negative information. Finally, in identifying

the underlying mechanism of our framework, we also in-

tegrate work in attribution theory (Chen and Lurie 2013;

Folkes 1984, 1988), disconfirmation bias (Ditto and

Lopez 1992; Ditto et al. 1998; Edwards and Smith 1996),

and consumer expectations (Folkes and Patrick 2003;

Fornell et al. 1996; Johnson et al. 1995) to show that dis-

missal underlies the greater malleability of evaluations

formed by negative (vs. positive) product and service

experiences, as consumers decrease their subsequent us-

age of these experiences when they perceive them to be

the result of temporary performance heterogeneity. In

sum, we believe we are the first to develop a framework

to better understand how a common form of dyadic,

post-consumption conversation shapes judgments of prod-

ucts and services.
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Future Research

While we tried to increase the external validity of our re-
search by using a variety of dyadic conversation contexts,
one limitation of our work is the large breadth of variation
in these types of conversations that we do not explore. For
instance, we do not look at whether the consumer having
one prior experience versus multiple prior experiences
moderates how she responds to the conversation partner’s
experience. However, our framework would predict that if
the consumer has had multiple negative experiences prior
to interacting with the partner, she would be less likely to
perceive performance heterogeneity solely based on the
partner’s contrasting positive experience and, therefore, be
less likely to change her evaluation. We also did not ex-
plore how consumers might update their evaluations over
multiple conversations with the same (or a different) part-
ner. Whereas subsequent conversations with the same part-
ner may not lead to new inferences regarding performance
heterogeneity, conversations with a different partner might
provide additional cues regarding heterogeneity, and be
more persuasive as a result. By investigating these ques-
tions in more detail, future research could reveal the full
complexity of these conversations.

Another question for future research is whether a dyadic
conversation context is always necessary for our theorized
effect to occur. For instance, two (or more) individuals
may also share contrasting and similar experiences within
a larger group setting. Prior studies suggest that a negative
sharer is more likely to attribute a positive sharer’s experi-
ence to personal motives (i.e., impression management)
when both are “broadcasting” in front of a group (Barasch
and Berger 2014; Chen and Lurie 2013). This should de-
crease the relative influence of the positive (vs. negative)
sharer’s experience and dampen the positivity effect ob-
served in dyadic conversations. This intuition is supported
by past studies finding negative (vs. positive) WOM to be
more powerful in group contexts (Herr et al. 1991;
Schlosser 2005). However, we do acknowledge that certain
types of group conversations may have a persuasive effect
similar to that of dyadic conversations, such as a consumer
sharing a negative experience with two very close friends.
If one or both friends respond with a positive experience,
the consumer may have little reason to believe that they
are trying to show off, and would likely dismiss his own
negative experience the same way he might if only talking
with one friend. Indeed, he would probably be even more
likely to dismiss his negative experience upon learning that
both of his friends had a positive experience. Future re-
search could explore under what conditions group conver-
sations have a similar persuasive effect as dyadic
conversations, or look at more complex scenarios in which
multiple individuals share contrasting or similar experien-
ces that the consumer must interpret and use when forming
a new judgment.

Future research could also move from face-to-face to
other types of interactions. For instance, a person could see
a friend’s comment about a product or service on her social
media feed or read an online story about another person’s
experience. While it is hard to say how people would re-
spond in other contexts, we believe our results would hold
in any setting where consumers predominantly attribute an-
other person’s WOM to the product or service itself, as op-
posed to the reviewer’s personal motives (Chen and Lurie
2013). Thus, it is possible that positivity effects emerge not
only in one-on-one contexts, but also in situations where
consumers attribute the review directly to the product or
service, as signaled by temporal contiguity (Chen and
Lurie 2013), trustworthiness of the reviewer, or objectivity
of the review source.

Studies could also investigate when impression man-
agement motives play a larger role in shaping evalua-
tions. In study 4, we did find that these motives were
more salient in conversations where an acquaintance
shared a contrasting (vs. similar) experience. However,
changes in evaluations were not mediated by impression
management motives, perhaps because participant
responses were made in private. Thus, there are likely sit-
uations where impression management influences partici-
pant evaluations, perhaps when people must make public
evaluations or consume a product or service with a part-
ner they do not know very well. For example, if two peo-
ple are trying to decide where to go out to eat and their
contrasting opinions about a given restaurant emerge as
they list possible options, a consumer who wants to be
seen as agreeable would probably be more willing to dis-
miss a positive experience with the restaurant if his part-
ner had a bad experience there and does not want to visit
it again.

Another interesting question raised by our research is
whether WOM being associated with performance versus
taste (Spiller and Belogolova 2016) moderates its persua-
sive impact. Specifically, while our research focused on
conversations in which consumers share experiences based
on product and service performance, they may also share
WOM regarding their tastes, such as opinions about mov-
ies or music. One possibility is that expectations are more
ambiguous in taste-related domains, as consumers may be
uncertain how information about a product or service
relates to their own subjective preferences. Additionally,
they may not be influenced by another person’s taste-
related opinion unless they perceive that person’s tastes to
be similar to their own. Future research could look at how
consumers construct expectations in taste-related domains,
as well as when and why they are persuaded by another’s
taste-related opinions.

Future research could also further explore how negative
expectations impact the way that consumers experience
products and services, and how these experiences affect
subsequent consumer perceptions. Though less common,
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consumers are often obligated to use products and services
for which they expect performance to be poor (e.g., health
insurers, cable companies, airlines). In these cases, prod-
ucts with negative expectations often have some redeeming
aspect that leads consumers to try them (extremely low
rates, new management taking over, etc.). It would be in-
teresting to examine how these positive attributes are con-
sidered by consumers and contribute to evaluation
changes.

Notably, one limitation of our work is that we measure
participant evaluations at only a single level of granularity.
In particular, while we capture participants’ overall product
and service evaluations following a conversation (includ-
ing repurchase intentions), we do not measure participants’
evaluations of their own product/service or the conversa-
tion partner’s product/service. How might these lower-
level evaluations compare to the general evaluations that
we capture? We suggest that negative sharers who learn of
a partner’s positive experience evaluate their own product
or service more negatively following the conversation, as
they come to see it as a negative outlier, or “lemon.” On
the other hand, their view of the partner’s product or ser-
vice likely reflects general evaluations, given that they per-
ceive it to be an exemplar of how that product or service
typically performs. Future studies could further explore
these nuances.

Managerial Implications

Why is it important to better understand the influence
of one-on-one conversations where consumers share past
experiences with a product or service? First, in an in-
creasingly franchised retail landscape, there should be
greater convergence in the types of products and services
consumers try and therefore discuss offline. As a result,
it is important to understand how consumer perceptions
are shaped when they compare experiences with the
same product or service. Second, although there is a
broad literature looking at how managers should respond
to negative WOM (Blodgett, Hill, and Tax 1997;
Schaefers and Schamari 2016), other studies suggest that
a greater focus on positive WOM can be equally (or
more) beneficial (Ahluwalia 2002; East, Hammond, and
Lomax 2008). Our findings give managers a better idea
of when and why they should focus on responding to
positive versus negative WOM. In particular, in indus-
tries where consumers have high expectations, compa-
nies may want to prioritize the sharing of positive
consumer experiences (via incentives, retweets, etc.),
rather than spending all their efforts to mitigate the
spread of negative consumer experiences. Conversely, in
industries where consumers have low expectations (e.g.,
airlines, health insurance, specific government services),
companies might do better to focus on addressing

negative WOM rather than promoting positive WOM, as

the latter is more likely to be dismissed. Thus, our find-

ings suggest that WOM strategy can potentially be seg-

mented, depending on consumer expectations of the

industry.
Further building upon the role of expectations, some

managers might assume that they can overcome negative

expectations by delivering a positive in-person experience

to the customer. While this is somewhat true, our findings

suggest that negative expectations continue to loom over

positive experiences, as consumers can be persuaded by

subsequent negative WOM to lower their evaluations of

the product or service. This suggests that if managers are

successful at both setting positive expectations and deliver-

ing a positive in-person experience, customers will be

largely buffered from subsequent negative WOM that they

encounter.
In providing a framework to evaluate the persuasive

impact of these conversations, we have only begun to

understand some of the ways in which dyadic, post-

consumption WOM may shape product and service evalu-

ations. Interestingly, in a world where performance

information regarding products and services is readily

available, even when consumers have personal experience

to draw from, one-on-one conversations still play a signif-

icant role in shaping consumer evaluations and repurchase

likelihood.

DATA COLLECTION INFORMATION

All studies were designed and analyzed by the first au-

thor under the guidance of the second author. The data

for study 1 was collected at the Arizona State University

Behavioral Lab in spring 2016. The data for study 2 was

collected at the Arizona State University Behavioral Lab

in fall 2014. The data for study 3 was collected on

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk in fall 2014. Data for study 4

was collected on MTurk in fall 2017. The data for the

first pretest was collected at the Arizona State University

Behavioral Lab in fall 2016. The data for the second pre-

test was collected on MTurk in fall 2017. The data for the

third pretest was collected at the Arizona State University

Behavioral Lab in fall 2016. The data for the study in

web appendix B was collected on MTurk in fall 2014

(data for the added control condition was collected in fall

2016). Research assistants collected the data for studies 1

and 2, as well as all pretests run, at the Arizona State

University Behavioral Lab. The first author collected the

data for studies 3, 4, pretest 2, and the study in web

appendix B.
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APPENDIX A—PRETEST 1

We conducted a short pretest in which we asked 65 undergraduate participants to imagine the following scenario: “You are having
a conversation with a peer from one of your classes. You run into each other while waiting in line at the grocery store. You don’t
know him very well, but he is very friendly and nice. The topic comes around to cleaning and it turns out that you have both pur-
chased the same brand of robot vacuum cleaner.” We next randomly assigned participants to imagine that the peer stated having
had either a good or bad experience with the vacuum. We then asked participants to imagine that they had had the opposite experi-
ence with the vacuum, and asked, “Would you share your experience with him?” (Yes/No). As expected, 85% of participants indi-
cated that they would share their contrasting opinion of the vacuum in this situation. Moreover, this willingness to share occurred
regardless of whether the peer had had a positive or negative experience with the product (v2 ¼ .53, p¼ .40).

APPENDIX B—PRETEST 2

We asked 80 MTurk participants to read the following scenario: “Imagine that you are having a lunchroom conversation
with a peer that you know from work. Somehow, the topic comes around to local restaurants, and whether it is worthwhile to
go to a restaurant that just opened nearby.” We then randomly assigned participants to imagine that they had a positive (neg-
ative) experience at the restaurant, which they shared with the coworker, and that the coworker replied that they had a con-
trasting negative (positive) experience. We then assessed the extent to which participants attributed the coworker’s
experience to a personal motive with the question: “How big of a role do you think personal factors (the other person’s per-
sonality, traits, character, personal style, and so on) played in their decision to share their experience?” (1¼minimal role;
9¼maximal role). Next, we assessed the extent to which they attributed the coworker’s experience to the restaurant with the
question: “How big of a role do you think the actual restaurant experience (food quality, service, etc.) played in their deci-
sion to share their experience?” Both questions came from Chen and Lurie (2013). Further following the procedure from
Chen and Lurie (2013), we then subtracted personal motive attribution from restaurant experience attribution, so that posi-
tive scores indicated greater restaurant experience (vs. personal motive) attribution. A one-sample t-test revealed the diff
score (M¼ .86, SD¼ 2.13) to be significantly greater than 0 (t(79)¼ 3.63, p¼ .001), indicating that participants predomi-
nantly attributed the coworker’s WOM to the restaurant. Consistent with our argument, this attribution was equivalent for
positive and negative experiences shared by the coworker (MPositive ¼ .76, MNegative ¼ .97; F(1, 78)¼ .20, NS).

APPENDIX C—PRETEST 3

We identified 10 popular consumer products and services (dinner at a nice restaurant, smartphone, headphones, internet ser-
vice, a night at a hotel, a pair of athletic shoes, car repair service, laptop computer, vacuum cleaner, video game system) that
emerged from an open-ended question about a product or service people had purchased in the past six months that was over
$50. We then separately asked 66 undergraduate participants to indicate whether they had purchased each product or service
in the past two years (1¼ yes; 2¼ no), as well as how they would expect each product or service to perform, using a two-
item satisfaction measure: 1) I would expect to be satisfied with this product and 2) I would expect this product to function
well (1¼ strongly disagree; 7¼ strongly agree) (a¼ .95). Averaging the satisfaction measure across all 10 products, we
found that participants had very positive expectations of product and service performance (MSatisfaction¼ 6.08 out of 7,
SD¼ .70) (see table 2 for full details).

TABLE 2

SATISFACTION EXPECTATIONS FOR COMMONLY PURCHASED PRODUCTS AND SERVICES

Product or service % who have purchased in the past two years Mean expected satisfaction (out of 7)

Dinner at a nice restaurant 92% 6.27 (SD ¼ .84)
Smartphone 91% 6.34 (SD ¼ .80)
Headphones 85% 6.03 (SD ¼ .89)
Internet service 83% 6.24 (SD ¼ .97)
A night at a hotel 78% 5.98 (SD ¼ .91)
A pair of athletic shoes 77% 5.87 (SD ¼ 1.00)
Car repair service 75% 5.94 (SD ¼ 1.08)
Laptop computer 62% 6.37 (SD ¼ .86)
Vacuum cleaner 48% 5.84 (SD ¼ .93)
Video game system 42% 5.95 (SD ¼ 1.19)
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APPENDIX D—EXPECTATIONS PRETEST FOR STUDY 1 AND STUDY 2 STIMULI

In this study, we are interested in students’ perceptions of various products and services. On the following pages, we will list
a product or service and ask you to indicate how you perceive that product or service along several dimensions.

Study 1 Stimuli
Product: A pen from the ASU Bookstore

Imagine that you had to use this pen to fill out some information.

Two hundred sixty-eight undergraduate participants responded to the following four items (a¼ .88): “If you were going to
use this pen, would you expect it to perform positively?” “If you were going to use this pen, would you expect it to write
well?” “If you were going to use this pen, would you expect it not to write well?” (reverse-scored) “Do you think that these
pens typically perform well?” (1¼ not at all; 7¼ very much so). The result of a one sample t-test indicated that mean expect-
ations were above the neutral midpoint (M¼ 4.92; t(267)¼ 11.13, p< .001).

Study 2 Stimuli
Services: Academic Advising, Health Services, Dining Services, and Career Services

Two hundred sixty-eight undergraduate participants responded to the following four items for academic advising (a¼ .82),
health services (a¼ .83), dining services (a¼ .85), and career services (a¼ .82): “If you were going to use [service name], would
you expect this service to perform positively?” If you were going to use [service name], would you expect a good service experi-
ence?” “If you were going to use this service, would you expect a bad service experience?” (reverse-scored) “Do you think that
[service name] typically provides a good service experience?” (1¼ not at all; 7¼ very much so). One sample t-tests indicated that
mean expectations of all services were above the neutral midpoint (Madvising¼ 5.58; t(267)¼ 22.69, p< .001, Mhealth¼ 5.40;
t(267)¼ 18.81, p< .001, Mdining¼ 4.94; t(267)¼ 12.49, p< .001, Mcareer¼ 5.59; t(267)¼ 24.19, p< .001).

APPENDIX E—ARTICLE STIMULI FOR STUDY 4
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APPENDIX F— STUDY 4 VIGNETTES

All participants first read:
[Negative expectations condition] The Copper Yard has been advertising a new happy hour special for the past week. Even though

you have low expectations of the restaurant, it is close to your house, so you decide to give it a try.

[Positive expectations condition] The Copper Yard has been advertising a new happy hour special for the past week. You have high

expectations of the restaurant and it is close to your house, so you decide to give it a try.

In the negative own experience condition, participants then read:
When you enter the restaurant, no one is waiting up front to show you to a table, so you decide to sit at the nearest open table. After

what seems like forever waiting, your server, whose name is Mike, finally comes up looking somewhat hurried and bothered. “Can I

start you off with something to drink?” he asks briskly. After Mike takes your order, he leaves and doesn’t return with your drink for

another 20 minutes.

With Mike still there, you take the opportunity to order a happy hour menu item: the Fiesta Nachos. These also take a long time to

come out and you find them to be very disappointing—stale tortilla chips, lukewarm bland cheese, and some of the additional top-

pings you asked for are missing. “I could have made this at home and it would have tasted way better,” you think to yourself.

After you finish your food and drink, Mike is nowhere to be found, so you have to get up and find another server to get your bill.

After paying, you leave.

In the positive own experience condition participants then read:
When you enter the restaurant, a greeter warmly welcomes you and shows you to your table. After a short time waiting at your table,

your server, whose name is Mike, comes up looking happy and relaxed. “Can I start you off with something to drink?” he asks nicely.

After Mike takes your order, he leaves and comes back with your drink in another couple of minutes.

With Mike still there, you take the opportunity to order a happy hour menu item: the Fiesta Nachos. These also come out quickly and

you find them to be really tasty—fresh tortilla chips, warm zesty cheese, and all of the additional toppings you asked for are there. “I

wish I could make this at home,” you think to yourself.

After finishing your food and drink, you ask Mike for your bill. After paying, you leave.

Next, all participants read:
Now, please imagine that the following scenario occurs a week after your experience at The Copper Yard.

While out shopping, you run into an acquaintance and strike up a short conversation.
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In the contrasting partner condition participants read:
[Negative own experience condition] Somehow, the conversation turns to local restaurants and you bring up your recent experience

at The Copper Yard. After listening to your experience, the person says, “That’s interesting, I ate there once and my server was pretty

quick and my food was good.” You each go on to casually share a few more details about your experiences until you’ve exhausted

the subject.

[Positive own experience condition] Somehow, the conversation turns to local restaurants and you bring up your recent experience at

The Copper Yard. After listening to your experience, the person says, “That’s interesting, I ate there once and my server was pretty

slow and my food wasn’t that good.” You each go on to casually share a few more details about your experiences until you’ve

exhausted the subject.

In the similar partner condition, participants read:
[Negative own experience condition] Somehow, the conversation turns to local restaurants and you bring up your recent experience

at The Copper Yard. After listening to your experience, the person says, “That’s interesting, I ate there once and my server was also

pretty slow and my food wasn’t that good either.” You each go on to casually share a few more details about your experiences until

you’ve exhausted the subject.

[Positive own experience condition] Somehow, the conversation turns to local restaurants and you bring up your recent experience at

The Copper Yard. After listening to your experience, the person says, “That’s interesting, I ate there once and my server was also

pretty quick and my food was good too.” You each go on to casually share a few more details about your experiences until you’ve

exhausted the subject.

All participants then read:
The conversation then turns toward some other topics like mutual friends and how nice the weather has been lately. You look at your

watch and realize it’s time to get going. “Good talking to you!” the person says. “Nice to see you!” you respond.
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