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Do Rewards Impact Electronic WOM?
A Study on the Effects of Monetary Incentives on Restaurant Customers’ eWOM Behavior

LYU Xingyang', LIU Xiaoyan’, TAN Huimin'
( 1. School of Business Administration, Southwestern University of Finance and Economics, Chengdu 611130, China; 2. Research

Institute of Economics and Management, Southwestern University of Finance and Economics, Chengdu 611130, China)

Abstract: Electronic WOM (eWOM) has become a very important information source for consumption
decision, especially when purchasing experience (vs. search) goods, such as restaurants and hotels. This
is because consumers are unable to get accurate quality information before consuming the experience
goods, which therefore enhances the importance of WOM information in decision making. Marketers
nowadays have gradually realized the critical role of WOM and become more actively in WOM
management. One of the most widely adopted managing strategies is rewarding consumer for engaging
in WOM, i.e., the referral reward program (RRP). Taken restaurant as an example, this research aims to
examine the effect of monetary incentives on consumer WOM in terms of quantity, value, and quality.
The current research also investigates into the underlying mechanism through which rewarding impacts
consumer WOM.

A total of 3 experiments were conducted to test the hypotheses. Experiments 1 tested the main
effect of monetary incentives on consumer WOM and found that rewarding effectively enhanced
consumer WOM value of the restaurant. However, results demonstrated a “seesaw effect” of rewarding
on the quantity and quality of WOM. Specifically, rewarding increased the WOM quantity while
reducing the quality of WOM in the meantime. Study 1 further showed that rewarding manifested the
role of market norm rather than social norm followed by consumers engaging in WOM. Experiments 2
further found that increasing incentives, which intensified the market norm, can only solve the quantity-
quality conflict when there was a quality requirement. Without the quality control, higher incentives
only enhanced WOM quantity and value, but not WOM quality. Experiments 3 aimed to figure out a more
effective and economic alternative for rewarding WOM. Results suggested that a request from employees,
by emphasizing the social norm, successfully enhanced the quantity, value, and quality of consumer
WOM. By investigating eWOM from a more comprehensive perspective as well as highlighting the
important roles of market and social norm, these findings contribute to research on consumer WOM
behaviors while also providing practical suggestions to marketers for effective WOM management.
Keywords: rewarded WOM; proactive WOM management; social norm; market norm; quality of WOM
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