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Chapter 1. Introducing Language Abstraction in
Word of Mouth

“The evidence is abundantly clear: word of mouth is the most important and effective
communications channel. Now, the search is for strong, quantifiable research to help marketers
navigate this new terrain, where the control rests with the consumer and not the marketer.” Ed
Keller (2007)

Consumers like to share their experiences with products and services through word of
mouth. According to Keller (2007), consumers engage in 120 word-of-mouth
conversations per week. It is one of the oldest and most important methods to spread
product and service information, and word of mouth has received continuous
attention from scientists since the seminal work of Katz and Lazarsfeld’s (1955) over
five decades ago (Arndt, 1967; Brown & Reingen, 1987; Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006;
Frenzen & Nakamoto, 1993; Watts & Dodds, 2007).

There are countless ways in which consumers can share positive and negative
experiences and evaluations of services and products. For example, when a bright new
shirt has lost its color after washing it once or twice, one could say to a friend “My
brand X shirt has faded,” or one could say “My brand X shirt was of poor quality”.
Where the former is a very concrete description of what has happened, the latter
generalizes this experience to the overall quality of the shirt by using more abstract
wording. But when and why does a consumer use which version? And what is the
effect of each version on the listening party? The broad purpose of this dissertation is
to improve our understanding of language use in word of mouth and its effects on

receivers.

1.1 Word of Mouth

Word of mouth is commonly defined as (1) interpersonal communication (2) about
products, services or company related issues (3) in which none of the participants are
marketing sources (Arndt, 1967, Bone, 1995; Westbrook, 1987). Interpersonal
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communication means that no mass media is used, but it can involve blogs and
internet forums. Traditionally word of mouth is non commercial. However, companies
recently started using various strategies (e.g., financial rewards) to increase the
likelihood that people will talk about their specific products (word-of-mouth
marketing; Godes & Mayzlin, 2004; Ryu & Feick, 2007; Tuk, et al., 2009). Consumers
often ask other consumers for advice when considering a new service or product
(Arndt, 1967; Brown & Reingen, 1987). People are interested in and attend to word-of-
mouth referrals, because they are perceived as credible and custom-tailored (Wirtz &
Chew, 2002). As the credibility of the traditional marketing is declining, the power of
word of mouth is thought to increase (Keller, 2007). The next paragraphs will present a
brief overview of previous research on word of mouth.

A lot of research on word of mouth focused on source characteristics (Brown
& Reingen, 1987; Herr, Kardes & Kim, 1991; Price, Feick, Higie, 1989). Overall,
consumers prefer information from experts (Brown, Broderick & Lee, 2007; Feick &
Price, 1987, Klucharev, Smidts, & Fernandez, 2008), and from people who are
perceived to be similar to themselves (Gilly, Graham, Wolfinbarger, & Yale, 1998).
Another well studied element of word of mouth is the relationship between the sender
and the receiver, more precisely the tie strength (Brown & Reingen, 1987; De Bruyn &
Lilien, 2008; Godes & Mayzlin, 2004; Van Hove & Lievens, 2009). Family members and
friends are considered to be ‘strong ties’ and acquaintances are labeled ‘weak ties’.
Word of mouth from strong ties has been shown to be perceived as more credible (Van
Hove & Lievens, 2007), and to have a greater influence on receiver behavior (Bansal &
Voyer, 2000; De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). Additionally, the spread of (online) word of
mouth has received increasing attention from researchers (e.g., Goldenberg, Libai,
Moldovan, & Muller, 2007; Watts & Dodds, 2007). For instance, Van der Lans et al.
(2009) developed a viral branching model which predicts how many customers will be
reached through electronic word of mouth in a viral marketing campaign.

In word of mouth, a variety of motivations may influence what consumers say
to one another (Dichter, 1966, Mangold, Miller, & Brockway, 1999; Sundaram, Mitra, &
Webster, 1998; Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004). The satisfaction with a
product or service is an important driver of word of mouth (Matos & Rossi, 2008;
Brown, et al.,, 2005). Customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction results from a product
experience being congruent or incongruent with consumers’ expectations (e.g., Oliver,
1997). When consumers are very satisfied or dissatisfied, they are more likely to spread

word of mouth (Oliver, 1997). While satisfaction has a stronger relationship with
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positive word of mouth than loyalty, disloyalty has a stronger relationship with
negative word of mouth than dissatisfaction (Matos & Rossi, 2008).

Next to product or service (dis)satisfaction, word of mouth can also be driven
by self or other focused motives (Sundaram, Mitra, & Webster, 1998; Thurau, Gwinner,
Walsh, & Gremler, 2004). For self focused motives, consumers can share word of
mouth to self enhance (e.g., come across as an expert), to relieve or regulate negative
emotions (e.g., reduce anxiety), and to gain vengeance (e.g., revenge against company).
Other self focused reasons to engage in word of mouth are high product involvement
or when seeking advice is also self focused. Additionally, one can engage in word of
mouth because of other-related motives such as altruism, which can be helping
another consumer with useful advice or helping the company.

What consumers are actually saying in offline and online word of mouth has
mainly been examined by measuring the amount and the valence of the product and
service messages (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; East, Hammond & Wright, 2007;
Frenzen & Nakamoto, 1993; Godes & Mazlin, 2004; Smith & Vogt, 1995). For instance,
the amount of word of mouth about a movie offers significant explanatory power for
box office revenues and performance (Duan, Gu, & Whinston, 2008; Liu, 2006). The
popularity of studying the amount and valence of word of mouth stems in part from
the ease with which these variables can be measured in (online) markets. Other aspects
are more difficult to measure, and therefore less popular to use.

Where earlier research mainly focused on the effect of the amount of word of
mouth on receivers, the valence of the word of mouth has been receiving more
attention lately (Matos & Rossi, 2008). It is argued that extremely positive and
extremely negative word of mouth are the most common examples of word-of-mouth
communication (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Duan, Gu, & Whinston, 2008; Mazzarol,
Sweeney, & Soutar, 2007). Whereas positive word of mouth has been shown to be
more prevalent (East, Hoammond & Wright, 2007), negative word of mouth seems to be
more influential (Bone, 1995; Laczniak, DeCarlo, & Ramaswami, 2001), although East
and colleagues (2008) have shown that this needs not always be true.

In sum, previous research on word of mouth has created an impressive body
of knowledge about the valence and amount of word of mouth, how it spreads, and
how it is influenced by the characteristics and motives of the source and receiver of
word of mouth, while there has been very little empirical research on the content of

word of mouth (i.e., what is being said and how).
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1.2 Language Use in Word of Mouth

Through language people create and exchange meaning, and maintain social
relationships (Fiedler, 2008a; Guerin, 2003; Holtgraves & Kashima, 2008; Semin, 2000).
Innumerable research possibilities lay in the semantics (‘what words refer to’),
syntactics (‘rules and consequences of words together’), and the pragmatics
(‘interpretation of words in social context’) of language. Previous research has for
instance examined the effect of language framing on persuasion, such as the effects of
direct versus indirect product claims (Kardes, Kim, & Lim, 1994), and a loss frame
(‘“don’t miss out on ...") compared to a gain frame ( ‘enjoy ...")(Lee & Aaker, 2004;
Maheswaran & Meyers-Levy, 1990). Language also encompasses a variety of
(para)linguistic phenomena which can affect receivers, such as features of utterances
as interjection, intonation, tag questions, and hesitations (e.g., ‘ul’,
‘hmm’”)(Blankenship & Holtgraves, 2005; Brennan & Williams, 1995). This stresses that
‘how’ something is said may at times be just as important as “what’ is being said
(Blankenship & Holtgraves, 2005; Fiedler, 2008a; Fitzsimons & Kay, 2004). Despite the
obvious importance of this subject, language seems not to be receiving the attention
that it deserves (Holtgraves & Kashima, 2008; Semin & Fiedler, 1988; Semin, 2000;
Higgins, 1981). Especially, since language is an essential aspect of word of mouth, it is
surprising that an in depth understanding of language use in word of mouth was still
lacking. But how do we decide upon which dimension of language to focus? What
linguistic aspect would be most likely to improve our understanding of word of
mouth?

A main element of word of mouth is the interpersonal aspect: a consumer
shares a service or product experience with another consumer. No two word-of-mouth
messages are the same. Part of word-of-mouth’s strength lies in the option to tailor
each message to a specific situation or audience. In other words, the context of the
social interaction affects which product information is being shared and how this is
communicated. Previous research in social psychology revealed that elements in the
interpersonal communication context can affect the abstractness of the language that is
used in communication about human behavior (Douglas & Sutton, 2003; Maass, Salvi,
Arcuri, & Semin, 1989; Maass, Milesi, Zabbini, & Stahlberg, 1995, Von Hippel,
Sekaquaptewa, & Vargas, 1997, Webster, Kruglanski, & Dwight 1997, Wigboldus,
Spears, & Semin, 2000).

Language abstraction is an essential property of language. The abstractness of

language can vary from concrete (‘he hit someone’) to abstract (‘he is aggressive’;

4



Introducing Language Abstraction in Word of Mouth

Semin & Fiedler, 1988). The use of more abstract language implicates a belief that the
event reflects an underlying disposition or trait of the actor. The exact nature of
language abstraction will be explained in the next paragraph 1.3. In general, language
abstraction enables the same intention to be communicated in a variety of different
ways, and these choices are a reflection of the intended message of a sender (Semin &
Fiedler, 1988, 1989, 1991). Subsequently, the abstractness of a description can be used
to infer information about the sender of the message; it can reveal information about
the psychological and social processes underlying message production (Maass, et al.,
1995; Semin & Fiedler, 1988). Additionally, language abstraction could also play an
important role in message perception and its effect on receivers’ cognitive inferences
(Semin, 2000; Holtgrave & Kashima, 2008; Wigboldus, et al., 2000). Independently of
the content of the message, language abstraction can convey meaning to a receiver,
because it directs the attention of a receiver to a specific facet of the intended message
and shapes the cognitive processes of the receiver. Thus, the abstractness of language
conveys one’s interpretation and evaluation of information, and hereby serves a subtle
function in communication.

Substantial literature has shown that people systematically vary language
abstraction in interpersonal communication (for overviews see Wigboldus & Douglas,
2008 and Fiedler, 2008b). The ins and outs of this systematic use of language
abstraction will be discussed thoroughly in paragraph 1.4.1 and 2.1. In general, more
abstract descriptions are used for stereotype consistent behavior and more concrete
descriptions for stereotype inconsistent behavior. In communication of stereotypes, the
linguistic mechanism that underlies the biased language use revealed a vicious circle
of stereotype transmission and maintenance.

The objective of this dissertation is to examine consumers use of language
abstraction in word of mouth, and the effects of language abstraction on receivers.
More specifically, I first sought to establish how and when consumers systematically
frame product related message more concretely and abstractly. Previous studies on
language abstraction were limited to the interpersonal domain. This dissertation is the
first to study language abstraction in the descriptions of experiences with inanimate
objects, products in my case. Additionally, this dissertation will study the impact of
elements in the sender-receiver dyad on the language use of the sender, such as the
receiver’s product attitude and a sender’s communication goal. Moreover, the impact
of language abstraction on receivers will be studied. I propose that above and beyond

the actual content and valence of the message, the language abstraction of a message
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may reveal information about the sender, such as the attitude of the sender about the
object of communication, and the motive for the communication. Furthermore, this
dissertation will show that consumers receiving word of mouth can pick up on subtle
cues provided by the sending consumer’s linguistic patterns, and how they are
affected by the language abstraction of word of mouth. Finally, it introduces a
moderator in the persuasiveness of language abstraction. In the next section language
abstraction according to the linguistic category model is introduced, and the three core

research questions of this dissertation are established.

1.3 Language Abstraction

The linguistic category model (Semin & Fiedler, 1988) provides a framework for
studying the language that people use to describe social events. It focuses on the
causes and consequences of using abstract versus concrete descriptions to describe
events and experiences. This framework has been used to study language use in a
variety of settings and has been successfully applied in various languages, including
English, Italian, Greek, Japanese, German, and Dutch (Maass et al. 1995, 1998; Maass,
Karasawa, Politi, & Suga, 2006, Webster, Kruglanski, & Dwight 1997; Schmid &
Fiedler, 1998; Stapel & Semin, 2007). This framework will be used to study language
abstraction in communication about products and services.

To systematically study language abstraction, the linguistic category model
refrains from a subjective analysis of the content and meaning of specific words, but
focuses on more general linguistic aspects of language use (Semin & Fielder, 1988). In
particular, the model focuses on the level of abstractness of the verbs and predicates
that are used to describe behavior. The model distinguishes four different categories of
verbs and predicates, which are presented below, in order of increasing levels of
abstractness. At the most concrete level are Descriptive Action Verbs (DAV), which
convey non-interpretative descriptions of single, observable events (e.g., “Kirk hits
Matt”). At the second level, Interpretive Action Verbs (IAV) refer to a more general class
of specific observable behaviors. IAVs do not preserve the perceptual features of an
action (e.g., “Kirk hurts Matt”). State Verbs (SV) form the third category. They describe
an enduring unobservable (mental) state of the actor, and not a specific behavior (e.g.,
“Kirk hates Matt”). The most abstract category consists of Adjectives (Adj), which
describe only the sentence subject and generalize the behavior to the trait level, which

is presumably stable across events (e.g., “Kirk is aggressive”).
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A single event can be described at different levels of abstraction. For example,
a person who sees Kirk hitting Matt may use the concrete statement “Kirk hits Matt,”
which describes Kirks behavior in this specific situation. The statement is easy to verify
and leaves little room for dispute. It is likely to be used by people who feel that this
behavior is due to factors outside Kirk, and who do not see Kirk as a violent person in
general. On the other hand, someone who is observing this situation could also choose
to say “Kirk is aggressive,” which is more informative about Kirk’s personality and
suggests that Kirk acts violently in many situations and toward many others. This
statement is more difficult to verify and more open for dispute, since it generalizes this
one behavior to the level of Kirk’s personality. When a behavior is described in more
abstract language, people perceive this behavior to be more stable, and more likely to
be repeated by this person. Thus, with increasing abstraction, descriptions become
more informative about the actor in the event, and less informative about the
situational circumstances (Semin & Fiedler, 1988; Wigboldus, et al., 2000).

Note that concrete and abstract language according to the linguistic category
model are not comparable to how the concepts ‘concrete” and ‘abstract’ are examined
in previous marketing research. Differences in persuasiveness of concrete and abstract
information are well documented in marketing (Aggarwal & Law, 2005; Corfman,
1991; Hamilton & Thompson, 2007; Keller & Block, 1997; Kim & Meyers-Levy, 2007;
Kim, Rao, & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ariely, 2006; Lee, Keller & Sternthal, 2010; Mackenzie,
1986; Maheswaran & Sternthal, 1990; Meyers-Levy & Zhu, 2007; Zhao, Hoeffler &
Zauberman, 2007). In one of the first papers on concrete and abstract information,
Mackenzie (1986) showed that concretely worded messages attract more attention and
are more persuasive than abstractly worded messages. Recent research focused on
specific situations in which abstract information is more persuasive, such as the
(interaction)effects of abstractness, consumer processing and cognitive resources on
context effects (Kim & Meyers-Levy, 2007). In these marketing studies, concrete- and
abstractness is manipulated in line with the meaning of the concepts in everyday
language: abstract information is imprecise and subjective (e.g., overall quality), and
concrete information is detailed and objective, and often in addition to abstract
information (e.g., price, ranking with stars). For instance, an abstract message was
‘according to industry sources, many watches breakdown due to water getting into the
case’, while in the concrete version the word ‘many” was replaced with ‘3 out of every
4" (Mackenzie, 1986). The main difference between previous marketing research on

concrete- and abstractness and language abstraction according to the linguistic



Chapter 1

category model lays in the fact that in the latter version language abstraction - the level
of abstractness - is established on the use of verbs and predicates, not on the addition
of facts and specifics. Language abstraction evolves around speaking more concrete or
abstractly, not solely about meaning something more concrete or abstractly. Adding
facts or detailed information may change the concrete or abstractness of information,
but this does not change the language abstraction of the information according to the
category model. Thus, both descriptions with ‘many” and ‘3 out of 4" would be rated as

Interpretive Action Verbs descriptions, based on the use of the verb ‘breakdown’.

1.4 Research Questions

1.41  Effect of Senders’ Product Attitudes on Language Abstraction in Word of
Mouth

Research in social psychology (Maass et al., 1995; Wigboldus et al., 2000) has shown
that the level of abstraction that people use to describe an event is influenced by their
a-priori expectations about the actor in the event. More specifically, behavior that is
congruent with one’s expectations about the actor will be described in a more abstract
manner, because such language emphasizes the fact that the behavior is thought to
represent a stable and typical behavioral tendency of this person. On the other hand, if
an actor behaves in a way that is unexpected and surprising, people will describe this
behavior concretely, which dissociates the behavior from the actor and frames it as a
one time event (Wigboldus et al. 2000). These expectations can be based on many
grounds, including for example on group membership or stereotypes (Maass et al.,
1989, 1995, 1998; Wigboldus et al., 2000). For example, Maass et al. (1989) asked
participants to describe the behavior of a character in a cartoon. If the behaviors shown
in the cartoons were positive (e.g., helping someone), the participants used more
abstract language when the characters were ingroup members (e.g., students from the
same university, or people from the same city as the participants) than when the
characters were outgroup members. This finding was reversed for negative behaviors
such as littering, where descriptions of negative behavior were more abstract for
outgroup members than for ingroup members. This phenomenon is referred to as the
linguistic intergroup bias. Wigboldus et al. (2000) examined whether the same effect
occurs when people describe characters who engage in behaviors that are congruent or

incongruent with the observer’s stereotype of the actor (regardless of whether this
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actor is an ingroup or outgroup member). Indeed, their findings showed a linguistic
expectancy bias: people use more abstract language to describe behavior that is
congruent with their stereotype-based expectations of the actor.

This dissertation first sought to establish if consumers systematically use
language abstraction when sharing product experiences with other consumers?’. The

first research question is:

Do consumers systematically use language abstraction in word of

mouth, and what is driving this behavior?

I propose that the level of abstraction that people use to describe a product experience
is influenced by their a-priori attitudes about the product in the experience. Chapter 2
contains six studies in which a variety of manipulations for the independent and
dependent variables are used, and a wide range of product categories (ranging from
durables to fast moving consumer goods) are studied to demonstrate the robustness of
a systematic variation in consumers use of more concrete and abstract word-of-mouth
messages. More specifically, this chapter shows that product experiences that are
congruent with consumers’ brand attitudes are communicated more abstractly than
experiences that are incongruent with brand attitude.

A potential criticism of previous research on linguistic bias lies in the inherent
relationship between the abstractness of a description and its valence. One could argue
that a more abstract description of negative word of mouth paints a less favorable
picture of the brand, because abstract language portrays an event as being more
characteristic of the brand. For instance, the abstract version of a negative product
experience “My brand X shirt was of poor quality” can be considered as a more
negative description than the more concrete version “My brand X shirt has faded”. In
that case it may be that systematic use of language abstraction is not driven by the
abstractness of language, but by the valence inherent to the levels of the linguistic
category model. Although some studies have attempted to address this alternative
explanation (Maass, et al., 1989; Douglas & Sutton, 2003), there is no consistent

empirical evidence that excludes valence as an alternative hypothesis for the

1 For sake of readability we will use the terms product experiences and product descriptions in this
dissertation, but we have examined word of mouth about both products and services. See e.g.,
Appendix A for the stimulus material on the service communication network, or Appendix C for the
descriptions of the service of a mortgage broker.
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systematic use of language abstraction. This dissertation will demonstrate that
variations in the valence of language cannot account for the systematic use of language
abstraction, and the effects of language abstraction on consumer behaviour.
Furthermore, it will be explored what is driving this systematic language use
in word of mouth. This dissertation will show that the variations in language
abstraction are driven by the fact that consumer’s inferences about the cause of an
experience are determined by their a priori expectations. Hence, the first empirical
chapter (Chapter 2) will answer the first research question by investigating the
sender’s use of language abstraction in word of mouth, demonstrating the underlying

mechanism and excluding an important alternative explanation for the phenomenon.

1.42  Variations in Language Abstraction by Sender-Receiver Dyad

During word of mouth, consumers’ language use may not only be affected by the
product experience and product attitude of the sending consumer, but also by other
variables, such as the goal with which consumers communicate or various
characteristics of the receiver. Several studies have shown that the systematic
variations in language abstraction escape conscious access and are difficult to control
(Maass et al., 1995; Von Hippel, Sekaquaptewa, & Vargas, 1997; Webster, Kruglanski,
& Pattison, 1997). People generally seem unaware of the abstraction level at which
they describe an event, and their motivations for choosing a certain level do not seem
to be cognitively accessible (see also Franco & Maass, 1996, 1999). In spite of this, there
are a number of studies that show that language abstraction may be used strategically,
corresponding for example to the motivation to protect one’s ingroup (Maass et al.,
1996, 1998; Sekaquaptewa et al., 2003; Schmid & Fiedler, 1998), to reach cognitive
closure (Webster, Kruglanski, & Pattison, 1997), or in response to communication
instructions (Douglas & Sutton, 2003; Douglas, Sutton, & Wilkin, 2008; Semin, et al.,
2005; Rubini & Sigall, 2002; Wenneker, et al., 2005).

These findings suggest that the language that consumers use in word of
mouth may not only be driven by their a priori attitudes about product experiences,
but also by other elements of the sender-receiver dyad. I argue that language
abstraction can be used adaptively to adjust to the word-of-mouth sender-receiver
dyad, including such elements as the underlying goal of a product referral or

characteristics of a conversation partner.
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Thus, the second research question is:

Do consumers adapt the abstractness of their language to the goal of the

communication and the attitude of a receiver?

This dissertation will show that a sender’s use of language abstraction is affected by
the characteristics of a receiving consumer. More specifically, more abstract language
is used for product information that is consistent with the product attitude of a
receiver than for product information that is inconsistent with the receiver’s attitude. I
label this phenomenon the Receiver Induced Systematic Language Abstraction. Moreover,
it is hypothesized that the language abstraction of a product message will also be
affected by the goal of the product referral. Consumers will be shown to vary language
abstraction based on a frequent communication goal in marketing, i.e. to persuade
another consumer of the superiority of a product. Thus, Chapter 3 reveals the sender’s
adaptive use of language abstraction triggered by two crucial elements in a sender-

receiver dyad.

1.4.3  Effect of Language Abstraction on Receiver

In addition to studying the language that is used by consumers sending word of
mouth, this dissertation will examine the effects of language abstraction on consumers
receiving word of mouth. Research on language abstraction has mainly focused on the
factors that cause people to describe events in abstract or concrete terms. Far less is
known about the ways in which receivers respond to communicators” use of abstract
versus concrete language. Some studies showed that the level of language abstraction
that is used in descriptions of events influences the extent to which these descriptions
affect the readers of these descriptions. Wigboldus and colleagues (2000) for example
demonstrated that stories which described behavior of a stereotyped actor led to more
dispositional inferences about the actor when this behavior was consistent with the
observer’s stereotypes of the actor. Importantly, this effect was mediated by the level
of abstraction of the language that was used to describe this behavior. This finding is
in line with the notion that abstract descriptions are less focused on the specific
circumstances under which the behavior was performed, and are more informative of
the actor (Semin & Fiedler, 1988; Wigboldus, Semin, & Spears, 2006).

11
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Generally speaking are receivers more positive about a product or service
after receiving positive word of mouth, and more negative after receiving negative
word of mouth (Bone, 1995; Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; East, Hammond, & Wright,
2007). But it is not clear how the valence of the word of mouth and its language
abstraction interact. Is positive word of mouth more persuasive when it is phrased
abstractly or concretely? And does abstractness have the same impact with negative
messages? On the one hand, the linguistic category model (Semin & Fiedler, 1988)
postulates that abstract descriptions relate an event or behavior to dispositional rather
than situational factors, and generalize the information to the level of the actor, or, in
the present context, to the level of the product. Framing product information as a
stable quality could have a stronger impact than framing it context dependently in a
concrete word-of-mouth message. On the other hand, abstract descriptions are more
open to dispute and less verifiable, while concrete descriptions are often more vivid,
and vividness has been shown to have a persuasive effect (Kim, Kardes, & Herr, 1991;
Kisielius & Sternthal, 1984). The third research question is:

How does language abstraction moderate the impact of word of mouth on

receivers, and what moderates this effect?

Chapter 4 will first demonstrate that the language abstraction of a word-of-mouth
message can be used to infer a sender’s product attitude. More specifically, senders are
inferred to have a more positive attitude when communicating a more abstract (vs.
concrete) positive product referral, and when communicating a more concrete (vs.
abstract) negative referral. In addition, the chapter will show that receivers have a
higher buying intention after more abstract (vs. concrete) positive word of mouth and
after more concrete (vs. abstract) negative word of mouth. Finally, chapter 4 will show
how the objective of the receiver moderates the persuasiveness of language
abstraction. Information that is consistent with a receiver’s focus leads to a higher
buying intention than inconsistent information.

Hence, the findings of Chapter 3 suggest that senders take the effects of
language abstraction on receivers into account when describing product experiences,
and in Chapter 4 will examine the actual effects of the abstractness of a word-of-mouth
message on receivers. Chapter 2 to 4 complete the communication cycle from the

sender’s use of language abstraction to the impact of abstractness on receivers. In
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chapter 5, I will elaborate on the scientific and practical implications of the findings of

this dissertation, and discuss suggestions for future research.
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Chapter 2. Effect of Sender’s Product Attitudes on
Language Abstraction in Word of Mouth

21 Systematic Variations in Language Abstraction

Research in social psychology has shown that the abstractness of language that people
use to describe another person’s behavior is influenced by the extent to which this
behavior is congruent or incongruent with their expectations (Maass, Milesi, Zabbini,
& Stahlberg, 1995; Maass, Salvi, Arcuri, & Semin, 1989; Schmid, & Fiedler, 1998;
Wigboldus, Spears, & Semin, 2000). These expectations can be based on stereotypes,
ingroup or outgroup membership, or general liking or disliking of the person. Maass
(1989) first demonstrated this systematic use of language abstraction in descriptions of
human behavior, and referred to this phenomenon as the linguistic intergroup bias.
For instance, positive behavior of ingroup members and negative behavior of
outgroup members is described more abstractly than negative behavior of ingroup
members and positive behavior of outgroup members. Additionally, Wigboldus and
colleagues (2000) demonstrated that people use more abstract language to describe
behavior that is congruent with their (stereotype-based) expectations of an actor, and
dubbed this effect the linguistic expectancy bias.

Previous research on language abstraction has been limited to the
interpersonal domain. This dissertation will examine language use in the descriptions
of experiences with inanimate objects. More specifically, this chapter will examine how
consumers’ use of abstract versus concrete language in word of mouth is influenced by
the congruency or incongruency between their product attitudes and their product
experiences.

It is not self-evident that the congruency or incongruency between product
attitudes and product experiences should lead to the same kind of variations in the use
of language abstraction as has been shown with descriptions of human behavior. In
prior research on linguistic bias, expectations about a person’s behavior were based on
stereotypes or group membership. The level of language abstraction used in
descriptions of someone’s behavior implicitly communicates a belief about the degree

to which this behavior reflects an underlying disposition or trait of the actor (Semin &
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Fiedler, 1988; Wigboldus et al., 2000). At a more general level, this assumes that people
who find themselves in a certain situation can choose to act in a certain way, and that
this choice reveals something about their dispositions or traits. Inanimate objects such
as products, however, do not choose to behave differently in different situations. A
fountain pen is not eager to write a high quality dissertation, and cannot refuse to
write low quality work. Products cannot choose to act in a certain way, and are
therefore not evaluated on those grounds. This may prevent consumers from varying
language abstraction in product descriptions based on their attitudes towards the
product. In addition, product experiences by definition are interactions between
products and consumers, which is why word of mouth often has the user (which may
be either the communicator or another consumer) rather than the product at the center
of attention (e.g., ‘the guy next door drives a BMW’). In other words, when consumers
describe a product experience, they may focus on their own feelings and thoughts, or
(if they describe another consumer’s experience) they may share the experience in
order to communicate something about the user rather than the product. It is not
obvious, therefore, that consumers’ use of language abstraction in product descriptions
should be influenced by their attitudes toward the product.

This dissertation will examine the extent to which language abstraction in
consumers’ descriptions of product experiences is influenced by their a priori attitudes
towards the product. The focus will first be on negative product experiences (Study 2.1
and Study 2.2). Compared to positive experiences, these are often thought to have a
larger impact on consumers’ preference and satisfaction judgments (Mittal, Ross &
Baldesare, 1998; Mizerski, 1982), and are more likely to lead to word of mouth (e.g,
Anderson, 1998; Richins, 1983). Studies 2.3 through 2.6 generalize this to the domain of
positive product experiences.

In line with the literature on linguistic biases in interpersonal interactions, I
hypothesize that consumers use more abstract language to describe negative
experiences with a product of a brand towards which they hold an unfavorable brand
attitude. In this case, consumers will more likely view the negative experience as more
typical and representative of the brand. In other words, consumers with an
unfavorable attitude towards the product are more likely to view its poor performance
as the result of an enduring characteristic (flaw), which is likely to occur on various
occasions. Conversely, consumers with a favorable brand attitude will be more likely

to regard a negative experience as an exception to the rule and be reluctant to
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generalize the experience to the brand level. They would choose to describe the

experience in concrete terms, which frames the experience as a one time event.

Hla Negative product experiences will be communicated
more abstractly by consumers with an unfavorable (vs. a

favorable) product attitude.

For positive experiences, I expect the pattern to be reversed. More specifically, I expect
that consumers with a favorable brand attitude will be more likely to regard positive
experiences as typical for the brand, because positive experiences are more congruent
with their favorable attitude towards it. This should be reflected in the use of abstract

language, which generalizes the experience to the brand level.

Hlb  Positive product experiences will be communicated more
concretely by consumers with an unfavorable (vs. a

favorable) product attitude.

When tested in combination, Hypotheses 1a and 1b should lead to a cross-over
interaction between product experience (positive vs. negative) and brand attitude
(favorable vs. unfavorable). With six studies this chapter robustly demonstrate that
consumer systematically bias linguistic abstraction in word of mouth. Studies 2.1 and
2.2 focus on negative word of mouth and studies 2.3 to 2.6 examine the use of
language abstraction in messages about both positive as negative product experiences.
In Study 2.1, participants use a product themselves, and then communicate this
experience to another consumer. In Study 2.2 these findings are replicated with an
experience that another customer has with a product. Study 2.3 studies language use
with both positive and negative experiences, and Study 2.4 replicates this study with
existing brand attitudes. Study 2.5 examines systematic language use with an open
dependent variable (participants are asked to describe a product experience in their
own words). Finally, Study 2.6 examines the mechanism driving language use (see

paragraph 2.3 for explanation).
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2.2 Is Valence or Abstraction Driving Systematic Language Use?

One potential criticism of research on systematic language use lies in the inherent
relationship between the abstractness of a description and the valence of that
description. Because abstract language portrays a behavior as being more
characteristic of the actor, the use of more abstract descriptions of negative experiences
paints a less favorable picture of the actor. It may very well be that consumers who
hold an unfavorable attitude toward a brand choose to describe a negative experience
in more abstract terms, simply because these terms paint a more negative picture of
the brand. Conversely, consumers with a favorable brand attitude would prefer
concrete language to describe a negative experience, because this gives the least
negative description of the event and thus reflects their favorable opinion. This
confound also provides a possible alternative explanation for the linguistic intergroup
bias studied in social psychology: if an ingroup member acts undesirably, people may
be more likely to describe this behavior in concrete terms (e.g., ‘Mary dropped rubbish
on the ground’) because that description is less negative about the ingroup member
than a more abstract description (e.g., ‘Mary is dirty’), which generalizes the event to
the personality of the actor.

Maass and colleagues (1989) addressed this explanation in their seminal work
on linguistic intergroup bias. The desirability of the descriptions used in the first study
of this paper was measured in a post-hoc test. The authors then collapsed the lower
(DAV and IAV) and higher (SV and Adj) levels of the linguistic category model, and
found that desirability increased with abstractness for both positive and negative
behaviors. Since this occurred for both behaviors, the differences in desirability could
not account for the linguistic intergroup bias that they observed in that study. In a later
study, Douglas and Sutton (2003, Study 5) examined the relationship between
abstraction and valence by mediation analyses. These authors asked a separate group
of participants to rate the valence of the descriptions that were used in this study, and
the language abstraction and the valence of the descriptions were found to be related.
However, mediation analyses showed that the valence of descriptions did not mediate
the relationship between expectations and language abstraction.

I propose that variations in the valence of language do not account for the
systematic use of language abstraction and the effects of variations in language
abstraction on consumer behaviour. On of the aims of this chapter is to provide
consistent empirical evidence to exclude valence as an alternative hypothesis for the

systematic use of language abstraction. To examine the role of language valence in
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word of mouth, the valence of the word-of-mouth communication is measured and
through mediation it is demonstrated that valence does not mediate the interaction
effects of product attitude and product experience on the systematic use of language
abstraction (Study 2.3 and 2.5). Additionally, the valence of the study material is kept
constant in Study 2.1, and it still revealed confirming results for the systematic
language use. More excitingly, Study 2.2 is the first study in the literature in which the
relationship between valence and abstraction is manipulated experimentally. The
valence of product descriptions is manipulated so that the valence of the descriptions
is either positively or negatively correlated with language abstraction. Strikingly, no
interaction between language abstraction and language valence is found, which shows
that consumers’ use of more abstract language to describe product experiences that are
congruent with their attitudes does not depend on a positive correlation between

valence and abstraction.

2.3 Mechanism of Systematic Use of Language Abstraction

Semin and Fiedler’s (1988, 1989) four-level linguistic model proposes that people vary
language abstraction because of its cognitive implications, such as informativeness
about the situation, and the temporal stability of the quality expressed in the sentence.
Semin and Fiedler (1988, 1989) provided evidence for the fact that language abstraction
relates to these constructs. From a receivers side, Wigboldus, Semin and Spears (2006)
have also shown that receivers infer a more situational or dispositional causation on
variations in language abstraction. This dissertation will empirically test the
meditational process for a sender’s use of more concrete or abstract language. In line
with Semin and Fiedler’s (1989) theorizing, I propose that these variations in language
abstraction are caused by the fact that consumer’s inferences about the cause of an
experience are determined by their a priori expectations (see Wenneker, Wigboldus, &
Spears, 2005, for a similar argument). More specifically, if a product experience is in
line with our attitude towards that product, we tend to generalize our observation to
other situations, and regard it as a confirmation of our ideas. Thus, if we a priori
consider a person to be aggressive, and we see this person hitting someone, we are
likely to make a dispositional inference, and regard this behavior as a manifestation of
the underlying disposition. In line with this reasoning, research on action

identification showed that describing someone’s actions at a high level of action
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identification is associated with claiming that they are acting intentional (Kozak,
Marsh, & Wegner, 2006).

On the other hand, if an observation counters our expectations, we tend to
cognitively isolate the behavior from the person, and attribute the behavior to the
environment or other actors. Similarly, in the context of product experiences, this
would imply that for experiences that are not in line with our attitudes regarding the
brand or product, consumers are more likely to seek explanation in the context, which
may include the situation in which the product is consumed or the person who is
consuming it. Thus, for product experiences which are incongruent to the product
attitude, consumers may be better able to generate disabling conditions for the product
experience (e.g., dependent on specific environmental circumstance or on an user),
which blocks the experience to be seen as a disposition of the brand (Chandon &
Janiszewski, 2009).

In sum, if product experiences are congruent with consumer’s a priori product
attitudes, consumers will be more likely to infer that the experience can be attributed
to the product itself, and not to the user or the usage situation. This inference translates
into the use of more abstract language to describe the experience. Along the same
lines, incongruent experiences are more likely to be attributed to the user or the usage
situation, which favors the use of concrete language to describe the experience. This
mechanism represents a central tenet of the Linguistic Category Model, and answers
the question: “Why do consumers systematically use language abstraction?”

Accordingly, it is hypothesized:

H2 The inferred cause of the experience mediates the effect
of product attitude and experience on systematic

variations in the use of language abstraction.

24 Empirical Studies

Study 2.1: Language Abstraction in Negative Word of Mouth

This study sought to establish a systematic use of language abstraction when
consumers describe negative experiences with products. Participants were asked to

test a product; they tested a ballpoint pen, and then described their experience with it.
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The pen was invisibly damaged so that its writing quality was rather poor. To
manipulate consumers’ attitudes toward the pen, they were either told that they were
testing a Parker pen (a well-known high quality brand) or that they were testing a BIC
pen (an equally well-known low quality brand). After testing the pen on a piece of
paper, they were asked to describe their experience to another student. In line with
earlier research on language abstraction, participants were presented with a set of four
different descriptions that they could use to describe their experience. These four
descriptions correspond to the four different levels of language abstraction proposed
by the model (Maass, et al.,, 1989, 1995; Wigboldus, et al., 2000; Douglas & Sutton,
2003). In the study and pretests, the descriptions were presented in random order.
Below are the four levels of descriptions ordered from less to more abstract in terms of
the linguistic category model (DAV, IAV, SV, and Adj).

A Parker [BIC] pen sometimes does not write
A Parker [BIC] pen sometimes does not work
I rate a Parker [BIC] pen as not good

A Parker [BIC] pen has a mediocre quality

Note that this study in itself provides an interesting extension of previous work on
linguistic biases, by focusing on descriptions of participants own experiences with
products, rather than descriptions of other people’s behaviors (Maass, et al., 1989, 1995;
Douglas & Sutton, 2003, 2006; Webster, Kruglanski, & Dwight, 1997). Pretest 1 studied
the perceived quality and familiarity with the brands Parker and BIC, pretest 2

examined the perceived language abstraction, and pretest 3 the perceived valence.

Pretests

Pretest 1

A first pretest examined the perceived quality and familiarity with the brands Parker
and BIC in a between-subjects design with fifty-seven students from the same pool of
participants. Perceived quality was measured on a scale from (1) low quality to (9)
high quality, and familiarity on a scale from (1) ‘I am not at all familiar with this
brand’ to (9) ‘I'm very familiar with this brand’. As anticipated, mean perceived
quality ratings were higher for the Parker brand than for the BIC (7.75 vs. 6.83, #(55) =
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3.41, p < .001), and Parker and BIC were rated as equally well-known brands (7.43 vs.
6.93, t(55) = 1.19, p = .239).

Pretest 2

A second pretest studied participants’ perceptions of the language abstraction of the
four descriptions with the ballpoint pen. Although these descriptions were formulated
according to the linguistic category model, this does not necessarily imply that
participants also perceived language abstraction to increase from the lowest level (DAV)
to the second level (IAV), to the third level (SV), and to the fourth level (Adj).
Ninety-seven participants from the same subject pool as the study were
shown the four descriptions of the ballpoint pen in random order (note that this
mimics the presentation format in the actual experiment), and were asked to indicate
the language abstraction for each description on a seven-point scale running from (1)
concrete to (7) abstract. A repeated measure ANOVA with language abstraction of the
description as a within subject variable with four levels (DAV vs. IAV vs. SV vs. Adj.)
indicated that the manipulated level of language abstraction had a significant effect on
the perceived language abstraction (F(3, 288) = 41.21, p < .001). Follow-up planned
comparisons confirmed that the DAV description (3.01) was perceived to be more
concrete than the IAV description (3.63, F(1, 96) = 16.74, p < .001), which in turn was
seen as more concrete than the SV description (5.00, F(1, 96) = 23.57, p < .001), which
itself was perceived as marginally more concrete than the Adj description (5.56, F(1,
96) = 3.78, p = .055). This means that a set of descriptions was created effectively, in
which the intended level of language abstraction corresponds to the observed level of

language abstraction.

Pretest 3

A third pretest examined the valence of the four descriptions. To rule out an
alternative explanation whereby linguistic biases could be attributed to differences in
the valence of descriptions, a set of descriptions were formulated in which the abstract
descriptions in the set would not be more negative than the concrete descriptions.
Twenty-three participants were shown the four descriptions of the ballpoint pen as in
pretest 2, and were asked to rate them from (1) not at all negative to (4) very negative.
A repeated measures ANOVA with language abstraction (DAV vs. IAV vs. SV vs. Adj)
as a four-level within subject factor showed a marginally significant effect (F(3,66) =
2.66, p = .055). Average ratings were most negative for the most concrete statement

(DAV; 2.43), and least negative for the most abstract description (Adj; 1.96). Negativity
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ratings for the intermediate levels IAV (2.13) and SV (2.17) were in-between. The
difference between the most concrete and most abstract statement is significant (F(1,22)
= 6.53, p < .05), so within this set of descriptions there was a marginally significant
inverse relationship between negativity and abstraction.

The second and third pretest thus suggest that I was successful in creating a
set of four descriptions of this negative experience in which the observed abstractness
corresponds to the intended language abstraction, and the negativity of the

descriptions did not increase with increased language abstraction.

Method

Design and Procedure

Forty-three students were randomly assigned to a design in which brand attitude
(unfavorable vs. favorable) was manipulated between subjects. Half of the participants
were informed that the pen was made by Parker (a well-known high quality brand),
while the other half was informed that the tested pen was a BIC pen (a well-known
low-quality brand). The pen was presented in an unmarked silver casing. I invisibly
damaged the points of the pens to make them write poorly. Participants were asked to
write with the pen in order to test it. To make sure that participants indeed evaluated
the pen, they were asked to indicate the writing color of the pen and the color of the
casing from list of several alternatives. All of the participants provided the correct

answers to these questions.

Dependent Variables

To obtain the main dependent variable, participants were asked how they would
describe their experience to another student. Each participant was shown the pretested
set of four product descriptions, and was then asked to choose the description that
they would use if they were to communicate the product experience to someone else.
This is the main dependent variable used in most research on language abstraction
(Douglas & Sutton, 2003; Maass, et al., 1989, 1995). In the analysis the four levels
(which increase in terms of language abstraction) were coded from 1 to 4: DAV =1,
IAV =2, SV =3 and Adj = 4. Following earlier studies (Douglas & Sutton, 2003; Maass,
et al, 1989), these scores were treated as an interval scale. The averages were

calculated within each of the two conditions.
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Manipulation Checks

As a manipulation check for product attitude, at the end of the test the participants
were asked to identify the brand of the ballpoint pen from several alternatives. The
manipulation check for product attitude revealed that all but two of the forty-three
participants correctly remembered the brand of the pen. When these two participants
are excluded from the analyses the effect remains significant. I also checked whether
the product experience was viewed as negative, by asking participants to indicate
whether the pen wrote well or not. Forty-one participants indicated that they thought
the pen did not write well. When the data from the two participants who indicated the
ballpoint pen wrote well were excluded, the effect remained significant.

After an open-ended suspicion probe, participants were debriefed and
thanked. None of the participants in any of the studies of this dissertation indicated
awareness of the processes underlying their answers in the dependent variables, the

systematic variation in their language use, or the purposes of the studies.

Results

An ANOVA on the use of language abstraction with brand attitude (favorable vs.
unfavorable) as independent variable revealed the expected difference in language use
(F(1,41) = 813, p < .01). In line with Hypothesis 1a, the negative experience was
described in more abstract terms by participants with an unfavorable brand attitude
(BIC; 3.25) than by participants with a favorable brand attitude (Parker; 2.32).

Discussion

This study reveals that consumers who have a negative experience with a product
describe this experience in more abstract terms when they hold a less favorable a priori
attitude toward the brand. This study provides a first demonstration of linguistic
expectancy bias in the context of word of mouth. Here a set of descriptions was used
that allowed us to rule out an alterative explanation, in which participants simply
choose more negative descriptions to describe a less favorable brand. More
specifically, a set of descriptions was created in which the negativity of the
descriptions did not increase with the level of abstraction of the descriptions.

Study 2.2 seeks to generalize this effect to another form of word of mouth, in
which consumers describe the experience of another consumer. To further address the
possible confound between valence and abstraction, Study 2.2 uses a design in which

the valence of descriptions is manipulated so that it either decreases or increases with
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the level of language abstraction. By examining the interaction between valence and

abstraction, I can assess the extent to which these factors influence language use.

Study 2.2: Language Abstraction and Valence

This study examined whether or not systematic language use is driven by a process in
which consumers seek to describe product experiences in such a way that the valence
of the description matches their a priori attitude toward the product. To this end, not
one but two sets of descriptions of one product experience were carefully constructed,
in which the direction of the correlation between language abstraction and valence
was manipulated.

This study focused on a negative product experience, and it showed
participants a short video clip in which a person cut himself while shaving. The
favorability of participants’ attitudes toward the brand was manipulated by a brief
description of the brand of razors. Participants were then asked how they would
describe this experience to another consumer. To this end participants were provided
with one of two sets of descriptions. In the first set of descriptions, valence and
language abstraction were positively correlated. This means that an increase in language
abstraction was paired with an increase in negativity of the statements. This
corresponds to the “natural” or “common” situation, where abstract descriptions of a
negative event are generally more negative than concrete descriptions of the same
event. In the second set of descriptions, valence and language abstraction were
negatively correlated, so that an increase in language abstraction was paired with a
decrease in negativity. The two sets of product descriptions according to the four
levels of the linguistic category model are presented below, and described in
increasing order (from concrete to abstract: DAV, IAV, SV, and Adj). Both sets consist

of descriptions that could be encountered in real life, and use common language.

Set 1: Positive correlation between abstraction and negativity
Jack shaves with Shaft razor blades

Jack damages his skin with Shaft razor blades

Jack finds shaving with Shaft razor blades painful

Shaft has bad razor blades
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Set 2: Negative correlation between abstraction and negativity
Jack cuts his skin open with Shaft razor blades

Jack hurts himself with Shaft razor blades

Jack finds shaving with Shaft razor blades unpleasant

Shaft has mediocre razor blades

Note that this study provides a crucial test of the mechanism that underlies the
linguistic bias that this chapter is studying. Hypothesis 1a proposes that consumers
with an unfavorable brand attitude use more abstract language to describe this
negative experience than consumers with a favorable brand attitude. If systematic
language use in word of mouth were in part driven by a correlation between
description valence and abstractness, I should find a significant interaction between
product attitude and description set: the biases in language abstraction would be
enhanced in the set where abstraction was paired with an increasing negativity of the
descriptions (set 1), and reversed, or at least greatly attenuated, in the set where
abstraction was paired with decreasing negativity (set 2). If, on the other hand, a main
effect of attitude (unfavorable over favorable) and a non-significant attitude x
description set interaction emerges, this would imply that participants with an
unfavorable (vs. favorable) brand attitude choose more abstract descriptions,

regardless of the negativity of the statements.

Pretests

Pretest 1

A first pretest examined the perceived language abstraction of the two sets of
descriptions. This was done in the same manner as pretest 2 for Study 2.1. Forty-four
participants were shown one of the two sets of four descriptions, and were asked to
rate the language abstraction of each description in the set, using a scale from (1)
concrete to (7) abstract. A repeated measures ANOVA for the set of descriptions with a
positive correlation between valence and language abstraction confirmed that the
manipulated language abstraction of the description had a significant effect on the
perceived abstractness (F(3, 129) = 60.02, p < .001). Follow-up planned comparisons
showed that the DAV description (1.89) was rated as more concrete than the IAV
description (2.57, F(1, 43) = 4.85, p < .05), which in turn was rated as more concrete
than the SV description (4.73, F(1, 43) = 51.92, p < .001), which itself was rated as more
concrete than the Adj description (6.02, F(1, 43) = 13.50, p < .01). For the set of
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descriptions with a negative correlation between valence and language abstraction, a
similar analysis also revealed an effect of manipulated language abstraction on
perceived language abstraction (F(3, 129) = 65.24, p < .001). Planned comparisons
(F(1,43) > 10, p < .01) showed that the four levels differed significantly in perceived
abstraction, and increased from DAV (1.57) to IAV (3.39), to SV (4.70), to Adj (6.05). In
conclusion, these results show that two sets of descriptions increasing in language

abstraction were successful created.

Pretest 2

In a second pretest the valence of the descriptions was assessed by asking 117
participants to rate the descriptions on a scale from negative (1) to positive (5). For the
analyses, these ratings were reversed so that higher scores correspond to more
negative statements. An ANOVA with the language abstraction of the statement (DAV
vs. IAV vs. SV vs. Adj) and type of description (increasing vs. decreasing negativity) as
between subject variables on the valence of the statements revealed an interaction
effect (F(3, 109) = 12.39, p < .001), and no main effects (F < 1.5). In the set of
descriptions with a positive correlation between abstraction and negativity (set 1)
which was constructed to have a negativity increase with abstractness, more abstract
statements were indeed rated as more negative, F(1, 52) = 33.82, p < .001 (the mean
negativity scores from concrete to abstract were 3.21, 3.94, 4.45, and 4.29 respectively).
Moreover, the set of descriptions with a negative correlation between abstraction and
negativity displayed a decrease in the negativity of the statements with an increase in
the level of abstraction of the descriptions, F(1, 57) = 6.26, p < .05 (the mean negativity
scores from concrete to abstract were 4.40, 4.21, 3.76, and 3.87, respectively). Thus, my
manipulation was successful: in the first set of descriptions, the negativity of the
description increases with the level of abstraction as provided by the linguistic
category model, whereas negativity decreases with abstraction in the second set of

descriptions.

Method

Design and Procedure

One hundred and fifty-five students were randomly assigned to a 2 (product attitude:

unfavorable vs. favorable) x 2 (set of descriptions: increasing vs. decreasing negativity)
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between subjects design. The data of two participants was not included in the analyses
as they did not follow the instructions provided by the experiment leader.
Product attitude was manipulated by means of the following short product

description (manipulation for negative attitude is presented within the brackets):

‘Imagine that you are very positive [negative] about Shaft razor blade.
You have used Shaft razor blades yourself and was [dis]satisfied with

them. Shaft makes razor blades for both men and women.’

Product experience was presented by means of film clips of about ten seconds showing
a student who cuts himself while shaving. This film clip provides a good portrayal of a
consumer experience, which is more lively and realistic than the vignettes or cartoons

that are used in previous research on language abstraction.

Dependent Variables

As in Study 2.1, the participants were shown a set of four descriptions of the product
experiences. Depending on the condition they were in, they were shown either the set
with the positive or the set with the negative correlation between language abstraction
and negativity. This study contained two dependent variables. The first dependent
variable is identical to the one used in the first study: participants were asked to
choose the description that they would use if they were to communicate the product
experience to someone else (‘Use of Language Abstraction’). The four levels were
coded using a scale from 1 to 4. For the second dependent variable, labeled
“Abstraction Index’, participants were asked to rate the extent to which each of the four
descriptions was appropriate for sharing the product experience with someone else.
This variable provides a more fine-grained indicator of participants’ preference for
more concrete or more abstract descriptions. For the second dependent variable, each
description was rated on a seven-point scale, ranging from not at all (1) to very
appropriate (7). An abstraction index was calculated based on the descriptor level
coding (as applied in the first dependent variable) and participants’ appropriateness

ratings (”D v >y 3 sy >V agg respectlvelyj, yielding a normalized score between 1 and 4

(Wigboldus, Spears, & Semin, 2005):

(1><rDAV)+(ZXFIAV)+(3XVSV)+(4XVA¢1/) 1)

(VDAV tryy t gy +rAd/)

Abstraction Index =

28



Effect of Sender’s Product Attitudes on Language Abstraction in Word of Mouth

At the end of the study the participants also rated to valence of the descriptions on a
five point scale from negative (1) to positive (5). In this section of the study, the
descriptions were presented separate to the participants, and intermixed with filler
statements. After an open-ended suspicion probe, participants were debriefed and
thanked.

Results

Use of Language Abstraction

An ANOVA with product attitude (unfavorable vs. favorable) and set of descriptions
(increasing vs. decreasing negativity) produced a main effect of attitude (F(1,148) =
9.03, p < .01), that is in line with Hypothesis 1la: participants with a unfavorable
product attitude (2.21) described the negative experience more abstractly than
participants with a favorable attitude (1.77), see Figure 1 for the means and standard
errors. The analyses also showed a main effect of set of descriptions, which suggests
that participants chose more abstract descriptions in the set of descriptions in which
there was a positive (vs. negative) correlation between abstraction and negativity (2.35
vs. 1.65, F(1,148) = 24.17, p < .001). Note that this result is not germane to the
hypothesis, as it has no bearing on the relationship between language abstraction and
the fact that experiences are congruent or incongruent to a priori brand attitudes. More
important is the fact that there was no significant attitude x set of descriptions
interaction effect (F < 1). Furthermore, when the valence ratings of the descriptions
was entered as a covariate, its effect on language abstraction was not significant (F <
1), and the previously mentioned effects remained unaltered. In other words, the

valence ratings did not mediate the effect of attitudes on language abstraction.
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B Favorable Attitude O Unfavorable Attitude

Use of Language Abstraction

Positive Correlation Abstraction- Negative Correlation Abstraction-
Negativity Negativity

Figure 1.
Study 2.2. Effect of product attitude and set of descriptions (positively and negatively correlated

descriptions between abstraction and negativity) on the Use of Language Abstraction: Mean (SE)

Abstraction Index

Similar findings were obtained with the abstraction index, which was the second
dependent variable in this study. In line with the predictions, the ANOVA revealed a
main effect of attitude (F(1,148) = 15.70, p < .001). An unfavorable product attitude
(2.37) made participants rate more abstract descriptions as more appropriate compared
to a favorable attitude (2.04), see Figure 2. There was also a main effect of set of
descriptions (F(1,148) = 47.00, p < .001), but the attitude x set of descriptions interaction
was not significant (F < 1). As with the first DV, including the valence ratings for the

descriptions (F < 1) as a covariate did not affect the results.
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Figure 2.
Study 2.2. Effect of product attitude and set of descriptions (positively and negatively correlated

descriptions between abstraction and negativity) on the Abstraction Index: Mean (SE)

Discussion

The results of this study converge with those of Study 2.1, and confirm Hypothesis 1a.
Consumers described negative product experiences in a more abstract manner when
they have an unfavorable rather than a favorable a priori brand attitude. Importantly,
this study also shows that this systematic variation in language use is not driven by
differences in the valence of abstract and concrete descriptions. Note that I do not
argue that there is no positive association between language abstraction and valence.
As explained in the theoretical framework, this correlation is inherent to the model.
The present study, however, shows that this correlation is not responsible for the
observed variation in language abstraction in descriptions of product experiences.
Although some previous studies (Douglas & Sutton, 2003, Study 5; Maass, et al., 1989,
Study 1) have suggested that valence does not mediate the effects of language
abstraction, the present study is the first to confirm this by experimentally
manipulating the relationship between the valence and abstraction level of
descriptions.

Studies 2.1 and 2.2 examined the use of language abstraction in negative word
of mouth, which is seen as having a larger impact on consumers than positive
information (Mittal, et al., 1998). The following four studies will look at negative as

well as positive word of mouth. The next study will examine the effects of positive and
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negative product experiences on the language abstraction of descriptions for
experiences with a variety of products, ranging from a fast moving consumer good to
a technological device. In line with Hypothesis 1, negative product experience are
expected to be communicated more abstractly by a consumer with an unfavorable (vs. a
favorable) product attitude (H1a), while the positive product experiences are expected
to be communicated more concretely by a consumer with an unfavorable (vs. a
favorable) product attitude (H1b). This should produce a significant interaction

between product attitude and product experience.

Study 2.3: Language Abstraction in Word of Mouth

Method

Design

One hundred forty-four students were randomly assigned to a counterbalanced design
with 2 (product attitude: unfavorable vs. favorable) x 2 (product experience: negative
vs. positive) x 4 (product category: communication network, yogurt, T-shirt, and MP3
player). All factors were within subject variables. For each product the participants
were exposed to a different combination between product attitude and product
experience. Thus, the participants were exposed to all four combinations between the
variables product attitude and experience, and to all four products. The factor product
category was a repeated variable for replication purposes; there were eight different
combinations between the four products and the product attitudes and experiences
interactions. The products were shown in random order and were intermixed with

two filler products.

Procedure

Product attitude was manipulated by means of a short product description as in Study
2.2. For Fresco yogurt (a fictitious brand), the manipulation of product attitude was for

instance (manipulation for negative attitude is presented within the brackets):

‘Imagine that you are very positive [negative] about Fresco yogurt. You

tried Fresco yogurt and you really liked [disliked] it.”
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Product experiences were presented by means of film clips of about ten seconds
showing a student who has a favorable or unfavorable product experience, as in Study
2.2. For instance, the Fresco yogurt clips showed a student who tastes Fresco yogurt.
Then, she either smiles, approvingly nods and eats another spoonful (positive
experience) or frowns, shows disgust, and pushes the bowl of Fresco yogurt away
(negative experience)(see Figure 3 screenshots of experiences). The participants were

shown a positive or a negative experience film clip per product.

Screenshot positive experience Screenshot negative experience

Figure 3.

Study 2.3. Screenshots of film clips of positive and negative experiences with product yoghurt.

Dependent Variables

After the product film clip, the participants were exposed to four descriptions of the
positive [negative] product experience according to the four levels of the linguistic
category model (Maass et al. 1989, 1995). The descriptions of the experiences are
presented in the Appendix A. As in Study 2.2, the participants were asked to choose
the description that they would use if they were to communicate the product
experience to someone else (‘Use of Language Abstraction’), and they rated all four
descriptions on the extent to which they were an appropriate description of the
product experience (‘Abstraction Index’). After an open-ended suspicion probe,

participants were debriefed and thanked.

33



Chapter 2

Results

Use of Language Abstraction

The data on the ‘use of language abstraction” was analyzed with a repeated measures
ANOVA with product attitude (unfavorable vs. favorable), and product experience
(negative vs. positive) as within subjects variables, and product as covariate. The
repeated measures analyses yielded solely a significant experience x attitude
interaction-effect (F(1, 142) = 15.80, p < .001) (main effects and interaction effects with
product were not significant). Product experiences that were congruent with the
product attitude were communicated more abstractly than incongruent experiences
(3.11 vs. 1.91). Planned contrasts showed that, in line with Hypothesis 1a, negative
experiences were described more concretely by participants with a favorable (vs.
unfavorable) attitude towards the brand (F(1, 142) = 80.10, p < .001). In line with
Hypothesis 1b, positive product experiences were described more abstractly by
participants with a favorable (vs. unfavorable) attitude towards the brand (F(1, 142) =
113.80, p <.001). Means and standard errors are presented in Figure 4.

B Favorable Attitude O Unfavorable Attitude

Use of Language Abstraction

Positive Experience Negative Experience

Figure 4.
Study 2.3. Effect of product attitude and product experience on the Use of Language Abstraction:
Mean (SE).
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Abstraction Index

Similar results were obtained with the abstraction index as the dependent variable in a
repeated measures ANOVA with product experience and product attitude as between
subject variables and product as covariate: a main effect of attitude (F(1, 142) = 10.50, p
< .01), an attitude x product interaction effect (F(1, 142) = 8.81, p < .01), and an attitude
x experience effect (F(1, 142) = 28.78, p < .001)(no other effects were significant). As
expected, the abstraction index was higher for experiences that were congruent with
one’s attitude than for experiences incongruent with one’s attitude (2.63 vs. 2.20). In
line with Hypothesis 1a, the abstraction index for negative experiences was lower for
participants with a favorable (vs. unfavorable) product attitude (F(1, 142) = 102.64, p <
.001). In line with Hypothesis 1b, the abstraction index for positive experiences was
higher for participants with a favorable (vs. unfavorable) product attitude (F(1, 142) =
105.83, p < .001), see Figure 5. These results replicate the data pattern of the first
dependent variable (Use of Language Abstraction).

B Favorable Attitude O Unfavorable Attitude

Abstraction Index

Positive Experience Negative Experience

Figure 5.
Study 2.3. Effect of product attitude and product experience on the Abstraction Index: Mean (SE).

Discussion

This study provided support for both Hypotheses 1a and 1b. The results indicate that
people use more abstract language when they engage in word of mouth about product
experiences that are congruent to their a priori attitudes. This extends the first two
studies by showing that this finding also pertains to positive product experiences.

More specifically, negative product referrals were communicated more concretely by
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participants with a favorable compared to an unfavorable product attitude, and
positive word of mouth was communicated more abstractly by participants with a
favorable product attitude compared to an unfavorable attitude. Note that this finding
of a cross-over interaction rules out that participants always choose to describe
experiences with unfavorable brands in a more abstract manner.

In Study 2.3, product attitude was manipulated as part of the experimental
procedures. Study 2.4 will enhance the realism of the research by using existing brands
that were pre-selected to represent brands towards which participants had an

unfavorable or favorable attitude.

Study 2.4: Language Abstraction and Existing Brand Attitudes

In this study participants were asked to imagine that the film clip they were going to
see depicted a product experience that happened with a product of the assigned brand
attitude. For favorable product attitude, the brands Apple iPod (MP3 player) and Nike
(clothing) were used. For unfavorable attitudes, the brands Funstick (MP3 player) and
Wibra (clothing) were used.

Pretest

In a pretest (N=17), the brands Apple, Nike, Funstick and Wibra (intermixed with
several filler products) were rated on a semantic differential scale from (1) negative to
(9) positive. As anticipated, Apple iPod was rated more positively than Funstick (7.06
vs. 3.56), (£(16) = 27.00, p < .001), and Nike was rated more positively than Wibra (6.63
vs. 3.31), (#(16) = 28.26, p < .001).

Method

One hundred fifty-three students were randomly assigned to a 2 (brand attitude:
unfavorable vs. favorable) x 2 (product experience: positive vs. negative) x 2 (product
category: MP3 player vs. T-shirt) within subjects design. In this study, a
counterbalanced design was used for attitude and experience, where each participant
experienced two of the four combinations between attitude and experience, one
combination for each product. Products were presented at random order. The data for
each product were analyzed in separate ANOVAs. The experimental procedures and

major dependent measures were identical to those in Study 2.3. As in Study 2.3,
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participants then chose one of the four descriptions of the product experience (“Use of
Language Abstraction’) and rated all four descriptions on appropriateness
(‘Abstraction Index’).

Results

Use of Language Abstraction

Two ANOVAs with product attitude (unfavorable vs. favorable) and product
experience (negative vs. positive) regarding the use of language abstraction yielded a
main effect of product experience for the T-shirt data (Mpositive = 2.42 VS. Muegative =
2.03), (F(1,149) = 8.37, p < .01). No other main effects were found. More importantly,
the analyses showed attitude x experience interaction effects for both products: MP3
player (F(1, 149) = 7.77, p < .01) and T-shirt (F(1, 149) = 9.79, p < .01). As expected, the
product experiences were communicated more abstractly if they were congruent with
a priori brand attitudes - for MP3 player (3.01 vs. 2.75), (£(151) = 7.69, p < .01), and for
T-shirt (2.44 vs. 2.01), (£(151) =9.29, p <.001).

B Favorable Attitude O Unfavorable Attitude

Language Abstraction

Positive Experience Negative Experience

MP3 player

Figure 6a.
Study 2.4. Effect of existing attitude and experience with MP3 player on the Use of Language
Abstraction: Mean (SE).

Hypothesis 1a was confirmed for both products: negative product experiences were
communicated more concretely by participants with a favorable brand attitude than by
participants with an unfavorable attitude - for MP3 player (F(1, 149) = 7.66, p < .01),
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and for T-shirt (F(1, 149) = 5.86, p < .05); see Figure 6a and 6b for means and standard
errors. In line with Hypothesis 1b, planned contrasts showed that the positive
experience with the T-shirt was described more abstractly for a favorable rated brand
than for an unfavorable rated brand (F(1, 149) = 4.03, p < .05). For the positive
experience with the MP3 player, brand attitude did not significantly influence use of
language abstraction (F(1, 149) = 1.36, p = .245).

W Favorable Attitude O Unfavorable Attitude

Language Abstraction

Positive Experience Negative Experience
T-shirt

Figure 6b.
Study 2.4. Effect of existing attitude and experience with T-shirt on the Use of Language
Abstraction: Mean (SE).

Abstraction Index

For the abstraction index, similar ANOVAs were conducted with product experience
and product attitude as between-subjects factors. The expected attitude x experience
effects emerged for both products: MP3 player (F(1, 149) = 6.47, p < .05) and T-shirt
(F(1, 149) = 5.71, p < .05). The analyses also revealed a main effect of attitude for MP3
player (Mtavorable = 2.48 Vs. Munfavorable = 2.62), (F(1,149) = 5.17, p < .05) and a main effect
of experience for T-shirt (Mpositive = 2.50 V5. Mnegative = 2.23), (F(1,149) = 27.98, p < .001);
no other main effects were significant. As anticipated, the abstraction index was higher
for product experiences that were consistent (vs. inconcsistent) with brand attitude:
MP3 player (2.62 vs. 2.47), (+(151) = 6.24, p < .05), and T-shirt (2.42 vs. 2.30), (£(151) =
4.72, p < .05). Planned contrasts indicated that in line with Hypothesis 1a, negative
product experiences for both products received higher abstraction indices for
unfavorably rated brands than for favorably rated brands: MP3 player (F(1, 149) = 5.76,
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p < .05), and T-shirt (F(1, 149) = 12.09, p = .001); see Figure 7a and 7b for means and
standard errors. Unfortunately, the positive product experiences did not significantly

differ on the abstraction index.

W Favorable Attitude O Unfavorable Attitude

Abstraction Index

Positive Experience Negative Experience
MP3 Player

Figure 7a.
Study 2.4. Effect of existing attitude and experience with MP3 player on the Abstraction Index:
Mean (SE).

B Favorable Attitude O Unfavorable Attitude

Abstraction Index

Positive Experience Negative Experience
T-shirt

Figure 7b.
Study 2.4. Effect of existing attitude and experience with T-shirt on the Abstraction Index: Mean
(SE).
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Discussion

Study 2.4 replicated the findings of Study 2.3 and demonstrated the systematic use of
language abstraction in word of mouth about existing brands. Product experiences are
communicated more abstractly when they are consistent with the brand attitude. This
increases the realism of the studies of this dissertation and the practical relevance of
the findings.

In the Studies 2.1 through 2.4 participants rated and selected predetermined
descriptions as a response mode, a method that is commonly applied in research on
language abstraction (Douglas & Sutton, 2003; Maass, et al., 1989). Because this method
restricts the language consumers can use to describe their experiences, Study 2.5 uses a
different format, and asks participants to describe a product experience in their own
words. Moreover, this study uses mediation analyses to test whether the interaction
effect of product attitudes and experiences on the language abstraction of participants’

product descriptions is mediated by the valence of participants’ product descriptions.

Study 2.5: Language Abstraction in Open Product Descriptions

This study aimed to extend the applicability of this chapter’s findings by examining
language abstraction in a setting where participants described a product experience in
their own words. To assess the abstraction level of the language that is used by
participants, a coding scheme developed by Semin and Fiedler (1988) is used, which
was successfully applied in prior studies on linguistic abstraction (Webster, et al., 1997;
Wenneker, et al.,, 2005, Wigboldus, et al., 2000). As in Study 2.1 and 2.4, familiar
existing brands were used to manipulate product attitudes. More specifically, product
attitudes were manipulated by asking participants to imagine that a portrayed
(negative or positive) experience involved one of their most (or least) favorite brands

in the category.

Method

Design
Sixty-seven students were randomly assigned to a 2 (brand: unfavorable vs. favorable)

x 2 (product experience: negative vs. positive) between-subjects design. The data of 12

participants was excluded from the analyses, because they did not provide adequate
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descriptions, and provided comments at a meta-level rather than describing the
experience itself (e.g., when asked to write down how they would describe the
experience, they said things like ‘I would tell the truth’ or ‘I would not say anything
about it").

Procedure

Depending on condition, participants were instructed to choose a clothing brand that
they either did or did not like, and write this brand name on the questionnaire. Next,
they were shown a “before-after” drawing (made by a professional artist), which
showed a black T-shirt that either had remained perfectly black after washing it 40
times (positive experience) or had faded after five washes (negative experience), see
Figure 8. Participants were asked to imagine having this experience with a shirt of
their chosen brand, and to describe how they would communicate this product
experience to another person. Finally, participants were probed for suspicion,
debriefed, and thanked.

Positive experience Negative experience

Mieuw  Na 40x wassen Nieuw = Ma 5x wassen

Figure 8.

Study 2.5 Positive and negative experience with a T-shirt.

Dependent Variables

Verbs and predicates in the open-ended descriptions were coded according to the
linguistic category model (Semin and Fiedler 1988) by two independent judges who
were blind to the experimental conditions. Inter-judge reliability was high (r = .92). A
linguistic abstraction index was computed for each participant by summing the

number of occurrences of DAV’s (coded as 1 as in Study 1), IAV’s (multiplied by the
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IAV code of 2), SV’s (multiplied by the SV code of 3), and Adj’s (multiplied by the Adj
code of 4) and dividing this sum by the total number of verbs and adjectives used by
the participant (Semin & Fiedler, 1989; Semin, et al., 2005):

(1XfDAV+2Xf1AV+3stv+4XfAdj) 2)
sy + s + fov + frs)

Open Response Abstraction Index =

where foav, fiav, fov, and faq represent the frequency of occurrences of each category.
This normalized index ranges from 1 to 4.

Afterwards, two other independent judges who were blind to the condition
and hypotheses of the study rated the valence of the open-ended descriptions on a five
point scale from negative (1) to positive (5). The inter-judge reliability was high (r =
91).

Results

An ANOVA on the open response abstraction index with brand attitude (favorable vs.
unfavorable) and product experience (positive vs. negative) as between subject factors
revealed a main effect of experience in that positive experiences were described more
abstractly than negative ones (2.58 vs. 2.16, F(1, 51) = 4.24, p < .05), and the expected
interaction effect (F(1, 51) = 6.95, p < .05), see Figure 9. Confirming Hypothesis 1,
experiences that were congruent with brand attitude were communicated more
abstractly than incongruent experiences (2.69 vs. 2.15), (#(51) = 2.46, p < .05). In line
with Hla, the negative experience was described more concretely by participants with
a favorable (vs. unfavorable) brand attitude (1.89 vs. 2.51, F(1, 51) = 2.77, p = .10). In
line with Hypothesis 1b, planned contrasts revealed that the positive experience was
described more abstractly by participants with a favorable (vs. unfavorable) brand
attitude (2.91 vs. 2.39, F(1, 51) = 4.30, p < .05).

An ANOVA with product experience (positive vs. negative) and brand
attitude (favorable vs. unfavorable) on the rated valence of the open-ended
descriptions revealed main effects of product attitude (3.06 vs. 2.30, F(1,51) = 6.16, p <
.05) and product experience (4.06 vs. 1.93, F(1,51) = 6.16, p < .001), but no attitude x
experience effect (F < 1). In itself, this insignificant interaction effect suggests that
valence does not mediate the interaction of attitude and experience on language

abstraction. The correlation between language abstraction and valence was also non-
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significant (Pearson correlation .142). Indeed, a subsequent ANCOVA with product
attitude and experience as factors, and language valence as a covariate revealed the
expected attitude x experience interaction effect on language abstraction (F(1, 50) =
6.66, p < .05). The absence of mediation was corroborated by an insignificant outcome
of a Sobel test (z = .27, p = .784).

B Favorable Attitude O Unfavorable Attitude

Use of Language Abstraction

Positive Experience Negative Experience

Figure 9.
Study 2.5. Effect of product attitude and product experience on the Use of Language Abstraction

of open response word of mouth: Mean (SE).

Discussion

In this study, participants described product experiences in their own words, rather
than picking a description from a set of alternatives. The fact that this study replicates
previous results increases the practical relevance of the findings. For an example of
language abstraction bias in this setting, one may compare descriptions of the positive
experience between participants in the favorable and unfavorable brand conditions. A
typical example of a description in the favorable T-shirt brand condition was: “the
[brand] T-shirt is of top quality.” In contrast, a typical example from the unfavorable
brand condition was: “after 40 times washing, the [brand] T-shirt did not change”.

Study 2.5 again tested for the possibility that the language used by the
participants is caused by a tendency to use stronger valenced descriptions for
experiences that are in line with their attitudes. As in Study 2, there was no evidence

for the notion that language valence mediated the effect of product attitude on
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language abstraction. Using different methodologies, different products, and different
dependent variables, Study 2.1, 2.2 and 2.5 provide strong evidence for the notion that
consumers systematically vary language abstraction based on the extent to which
product experiences are consistent with their a priori product attitudes, and show that
this effect cannot be explained by differences in valence that may exist between
concrete and abstract descriptions of an experience.

Up till now, consumers have been shown to systematically use more concrete
or abstract product messages to communicate product experiences depending on if
this experience was confirming or countering their product attitude. Moreover, this
systematic use of language abstraction is found not to be solely driven by valence.
What then does trigger consumers to be more concrete or abstract? The next study
examines this underlying process and tests Hypothesis 2.

The goal of Study 2.6 is to reveal an important mediator in the effect of the
(in)congruency between product attitudes and experiences on systematic variations in
the use of language abstraction. As outlined before, I propose that these variations in
language abstraction are caused by the fact that consumer’s inferences about the cause
of an experience are determined by their a priori expectations. If a product experiences
is congruent with a consumers’ a priori product attitude, then the consumer will more
likely infer that the experience can be attributed to the product itself, and not to the
user or the usage situation. This inference translates into the use of more abstract
language to describe the experience, which communicates that an experience is more
typical for a product or brand, and therefore is seen as more stable and enduring, and
more likely to be repeated. In contrast, incongruent experiences are more likely to be
attributed to the user or the usage situation, which favors the use of concrete language
to describe the experience. Thus, it is hypothesized that the inferred cause of the
experience mediates the effect of product attitude and experience on the systematic

variations in language use.

Study 2.6: Attribution Underlying the Systematic Use of

Language Abstraction

This study was designed to reveal an underlying process of systematic language use.
In this study, product attitude and experience were manipulated and the use of

language abstraction was measured as in previous studies. Additionally, the inferred
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cause of the product experience was measured. If this inferred cause of the product
experience mediates the effect of product attitudes on language use, then by
controlling for this inferred cause in the analyses the interaction effect of attitude and

experience on the systematic variations in language abstraction should disappear.

Method

One hundred forty-four students were randomly assigned to a 2 (product attitude:
favorable vs. unfavorable) x 2 (product experience: positive vs. negative) between
subjects design. Product attitude and experiences were manipulated as in studies 2.3
and 2.4. To manipulate product experience, participants were shown a film clip in
which a consumer had a positive or negative experience with a dishwasher. The
descriptions of the positive and negative experiences according to the four levels of the
linguistic model are presented in Appendix A. Participants were asked to choose the
description that they would use if they were to communicate the product experience to
someone else (‘Use of Language Abstraction’). The inferred cause of the experience is
measured by asking the participants to indicate whether they considered the product
user or the brand to be the cause of the product experience from (1) the person caused

the experience to (9) the brand caused the experience.

Results

Use of Language Abstraction
An ANOVA with 2 (product attitude: favorable vs. unfavorable) x 2 (product

experience: positive vs. negative) on the choice of description revealed main effects for
experience (Mpositive = 2.52 VS. Mnegative = 2.94, F(1,140) = 8.21, p < .01), and an interaction
effect (F(1,140) = 32.07, p < .001). Confirming Hypothesis 1a, negative experiences were
communicated more concretely by participants with a favorable (vs. unfavorable)
attitude towards the brand (2.51 vs. 3.36, F(1,140) = 17.11, p < .001). As expected, the
analyses revealed the opposite effects for the positive experience. In line with
Hypothesis 1b, planned contrasts showed that positive experiences were
communicated more abstractly by participants with a favorable (vs. unfavorable)
attitude towards the brand (2.92 vs. 2.14, F(1,140) = 14.99, p < .001).
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Attribution Underlying Language Abstraction

Following the procedure of Baron and Kenny (1968), the regression analyses with
product experience and attitude and the interaction between experience and attitude
on the “use of language abstraction’ revealed a main effect of experience (b = -.206,
£(140) = -2.86, p < .01), and an experience x attitude interaction effect (b = .407, #(140) =
566, p < .001). The same regression on the ‘inferred cause of the experience’
demonstrated an experience x attitude effect (b = 1.42, #(140) = 8.22, p < .001), and no
main effects. When controlling for the effect of ‘inferred cause of the experience” on the
use of language abstraction, the regression analyses with product attitude, experience,
inferred cause of the experience, and the experience-attitude interaction showed an
effect of experience (b = -.189, #(139) = -2.84, p < .01), an effect of inferred cause of the
experience (b = .164, #(139) = 5.03, p < .001) and an experience x attitude effect (b = .175,
£(139) = 2.17, p < .05). However, it is clear that this interaction effect after correction for
the cause of the experience (t = 2.17) was much less strong than the interaction effect
without correction (¢t = 8.22) (eta? of the interaction effect went down from .186 to .033
- a reduction of 82 %). A Sobel test indicated that the reduction in effect size
attributable to the systematic variations in linguistic abstraction was statistically

significant, Z = 4.26, p < .001. These results provide support for Hypothesis 2.

Discussion

This study gained insight into the ‘“Why?" of systematic variations in linguistic
behavior during word of mouth. If a product experience is congruent with a
consumer’s a priori product attitude, then the cause of the experience is attributed to
the brand, and consumers use more abstract product descriptions. When the
experience is incongruent with a consumer’s a priori product attitude, then it is
attributed to the usage situation, resulting in the use of more concrete language. The
effect of the interaction between experience and attitude on variations in language
abstraction is mediated by the attributed cause of the experience. More explicitly, up to
82% of the effect of product attitude on language use was explained by changes in the

inferred cause of the event.

2.5 General Discussion

In spite of a large amount of research on word of mouth, there has been little attention

on the language that consumers use to describe their product experiences to others.
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The first empirical chapter of this dissertation addressed this gap, and showed how the
congruency or incongruency between product attitudes and experiences leads
consumers to use more abstract or more concrete language when they describe their
product experiences. To demonstrate the robustness of these findings a variety of
manipulations for the independent variables were used, and a wide range of product
categories were examined in the studies. I decided to focus on written word of mouth,
since more and more experiences are shared via written messages, such as in text
messaging, email, and blogs (Dellarocas, 2003; Hennig-Thurau, et al., 2004; Schau &
Gilly, 2003). This chapter provides three main findings that contribute not only to the
extensive research on word of mouth but also to the literature on language abstraction.

First of all, this research reveals that language abstraction in word of mouth is
systematically influenced by consumers’ brand attitudes. Product experiences that are
congruent with consumers’ brand attitudes are communicated in more abstract terms
than experiences that are incongruent with their brand attitude. While negative
product experiences are communicated more abstractly by consumers with an
unfavorable (vs. a favorable) product attitude, positive product experiences are
communicated more concretely by consumers with an unfavorable (vs. a favorable)
product attitude. This effect was generalized across a wide range of contexts. For
example, in Study 2.1, participants described an actual experience with a product of a
real brand, while in Studies 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4 they saw film clips showing another person
having an experience with a product of a fictitious brand. Study 2.5 used a cartoon to
help participants imagine a positive or negative experience with a familiar brand.
Furthermore, this systematic language use operates not only when consumers rated or
chose from pre-defined statements (Studies 2.1-2.4), but also when they described
product experiences in their own words (Study 2.5).

Research on linguistic biases has so far described how language abstraction is
influenced by social categories and stereotypes (e.g., gender, nationality). This
dissertation is the first to apply the linguistic category model outside the context of
(inter)personal behavior, and demonstrates that it affects the language that consumers
use in word of mouth to describe their positive and negative product experiences.
While this research focused on the congruence and incongruence between product
attitudes and experiences, there may be other variables that influence the level of
language abstraction in consumers” word of mouth. Examples worthy of mentioning
may be product price and the store where the product is sold. For instance, a negative

experience with a cheap product or one bought at a budget store confirm one’s low
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expectations of this product and is probably described abstractly. Conversely, an
outstanding performance of such a cheap product may feel as a lucky shot and be
described concretely. The practical implications of these findings will be discussed in
paragraph 5.4.1.

A second important contribution to the language abstraction literature is the
consistent demonstration that the effect of product attitudes and experiences on
language abstraction is not mediated by differences in the valence of the descriptions.
Although the role of valence has been addressed in some previous work on language
abstraction (Douglas & Sutton, 2003, 2006), the evidence has not been conclusive.
Using various approaches I control for possible effects of valence in several of the
studies. Most importantly, Study 2.2 of this chapter is the first study in the literature to
experimentally manipulate the correlation between the abstraction and valence of
descriptions. This approach allowed me to conclusively demonstrate that the effects of
brand attitudes and experiences on language abstraction are not driven by differences
in valence between concrete and abstract language. This finding was confirmed by the
results of the other studies of this chapter, where the valence of the descriptions was
carefully held constant (Study 2.1), or was statistically controlled for (Study 2.5).

The third contribution is that the effect of product attitudes on the systematic
use of language abstraction is mediated by the inferred cause of the experience. In
previous research, there has been limited attention to the question of whether
linguistic biases are indeed related to the extent to which descriptions focus on the
actor (or in this case: the product), or on other, more situational facets of the event.
Study 2.6 showed how the systematic variation of language abstractness in word of
mouth is driven by the fact that experiences which are in line with one’s product
attitude are more likely to be attributed to the product than to the specific user or
usage situation. Although this mediation is in line with Semin and Fiedlers (1988)
theorizing, it had not been tested empirically before. This inference process mediates
the interaction effect of product attitudes and experiences on language abstraction, and
I argue that this mechanism is the main driver of the systematic use of language

abstraction.

48



Chapter 3. Language Variation in Sender-Receiver
Dyad

3.1 Strategic Use of Language Abstraction

In word of mouth, consumers communicate brand, service, company and product
related messages to other consumers. A variety of motivations may influence what
consumers say to one another (Dichter, 1966; Sundaram, Mitra, & Webster, 1998;
Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004). Main elements are the receiver to whom
one communicates and the goal with which one communicates (Grice, 1975; Higgins,
1981; Schwarz, 1994). A common communication goal in word of mouth is to persuade
other consumers of the superiority or inferiority of a product on one or more
dimensions. For instance, consumers may try to improve their status by bragging
about the performance of their newly-bought car (Feick & Price, 1987). But also the
goals to create a positive atmosphere, or help a neighbor by warning them about a
disappointing movie are common. Related to the characteristics of the receiver of word
of mouth, part of the strength of word of mouth lies in the possibility to adjust each
and every product message to the needs of a unique receiver (Herr, Kardes, & Kim,
1991). Next to general information such as age, gender and social-economical
background, the opinion of a receiver about the product in question is of main
importance. In this dissertation it is argued that a receiver’s product attitude and the
communication goal of the sender will influence the language of word-of-mouth
messages.

Research in social psychology suggests that communication goals can affect
the use of language abstraction. Several studies have shown that people are not aware
of the abstraction level at which they describe an event, and their motivations for
choosing a certain level do not seem to be cognitively accessible (Franco & Maass,
1996, 1999; Maass et al., 1995; Von Hippel, Sekaquaptewa, & Vargas, 1997, Webster,
Kruglanski, & Pattison, 1997). The systematic variations in language abstraction escape
conscious access and are difficult to control. Notwithstanding that people have been
shown to adapt the abstractness of their language in response to specific task

instructions (Douglas & Sutton, 2003; Wenneker, et al., 2005). For instance, Wenneker
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and colleagues (2005) instructed participants to describe an actor’s behavior in a
positive or negative way, and people respond to this instruction by providing more
abstract descriptions of positive events, and more concrete descriptions of negative
events. Although these findings may seem to contradict the notion that language
abstraction occurs outside of the awareness of speakers, Wenneker pointed out that
their findings do not necessarily imply that people are aware of the fact that they were
adjusting the level of linguistic abstraction of their language in order to create a
positive or negative impression. As such, their “...effects can be seen as intentional in
the sense that they are strategic but as unintentional in the sense that people are
(mostly) unaware of the tool they use...” (Wenneker, et al., 2005, p. 514).

These findings suggest that the language that consumers use to communicate
positive and negative product experiences may not only be driven by their a priori
expectations about these experiences, but also by essential elements in a sender-
receiver dyad. This chapter examines the adaptive use of language abstraction in word
of mouth to the two most central elements in word-of-mouth communication: the goal
and target of the communication. More specifically, I focus on the adaption of
language abstraction to the product attitude of a receiver, but also on the use of
language abstraction to achieve a desired product attitude in the receiver through

persuasive communication.

3.2 Effect of Product Attitude of Receiver on Language
Abstraction

In the real world, people often are more or less aware of the attitudes and opinions of
the ones they talk to, and (spontaneously) adapt their messages to the beliefs and
opinions of the receiver (e.g., Fussell & Krauss, 1989). In fact, successful
communication even requires that communicators tailor their speech to the recipient's
characteristics and knowledge (Grice, 1975; Higgins, 1981; Schwarz, 1994). Higgins and
Rholes (1978), for example, found that people adapt the evaluative tone of their
descriptions to the recipient’s attitude towards the described person or object. In
parallel, Higgins (1981) suggested that information that is incongruent with a
receiver’s viewpoints on an issue is generally presented in a manner that reduces the
possibility of dispute and avoids the use of subjective or interpretative phrasings.
Concrete descriptions have been shown to be low on disputability and high on

verifiability (Semin & Fiedler, 1988). This suggests that language abstraction may be
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used as an instrument that allows communicators to design their messages with their
audience in mind.

Several studies on the role of the receiver in the sender’s use of language
abstraction examined the effects driven by presence of a receiver (Semin, De Montes, &
Valencia, 2003), the identifiability of sender (Douglas & McGarty, 2001; 2002), and the
tie between sender and receiver, such as interdependence (Montes, Semin & Valencia,
2003), groupmembership (Wigboldus, Semin, & Spears, 2005), and shared political
views (Rubuni & Sigall, 2002). Consider for instance the study of Semin et al. (2003),
who showed that people do not adapt the linguistic abstraction of their messages
when they were led to believe that no one would read their description (i.e., that they
could keep their description private). Only when they thought that someone would
read their description, they systematically used more abstract and concrete language.
This following study will examine if consumers adapt their use of language abstraction
language to the product attitude of their audience. As a result, an identical product
experience may be communicated differently toward different receivers. In fact, it has
been argued that this fitting ones product referral to a unique audience is one of the
reasons why word of mouth is such a powerful medium (Herr, Kardes, & Kim, 1991).
In parallel with the systematic variations in language abstraction in word of mouth of
Chapter 2, I suggest that consumers use more abstract language to describe
experiences that are in line with the product attitude of a conversation partner. Thus,
communicators will use more abstract language when they describe an experience that
is congruent (rather than incongruent) with the receiver’s product attitude. I propose
to refer to this phenomenon the Receiver Induced Systematic Language Abstraction.

Accordingly, it is hypothesized:

H3a Negative product experiences will be communicated
more abstractly to receivers with an unfavorable (vs.

favorable) product attitude.
H3b  Positive product experiences will be communicated more

concretely to receivers with an unfavorable (vs. favorable)

product attitude.
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Study 3.1: Receiver Induced Systematic Language Abstraction

This study examined the effect of the product attitude of the receiver on the language
use of the sender. The participants were informed about a receiver’s attitude toward the
product under consideration, and were asked to communicate a product experience to

this receiver.

Method

Design

One hundred and fifty-four students were randomly assigned to a 2 (product
experience: negative vs. positive) x 2 (product attitude of the receiver: favorable vs.
unfavorable) between subjects design, with product category (razor blades and yogurt)
as within subjects factor. Participants experienced two of the four conditions of the 2x2
between subjects design, which means one condition for each product. Conditions

were counterbalanced, and the two products were shown in random order.

Procedure

Product experiences were presented by means of film clips of about ten seconds
showing either a student shaving (razor blade) or a student tasting yoghurt
(yoghurt)(as in Studies 2.2, and 2.3). The clip showed either a positive or negative
product experience, depending on the condition. For instance, the yogurt clips showed
a student who tastes Fresco yogurt (a fictitious brand). Then, she either smiles,
approvingly nods and eats another spoonful (positive experience) or frowns, shows
disgust, and pushes the bowl of Fresco yogurt away from her (negative experience).
The product attitude of the receiver was presented in the form of an audio
recording in which the receiver expressed his/her product opinion. For instance, for
the product Fresco yogurt, the participants would hear a recording in which the

receiver said (negative description in between brackets):

“Fresco yogurt? I know that yogurt. I tried it once and I really liked [did
not like] it”
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Dependent Variables

The participants were exposed to four descriptions of the positive [negative] product
experience according to the four levels of the linguistic category model, see Appendix
B. As in Chapter 2 Study 2.2, the participants were asked to choose the description that
they would use if they were to communicate the product experience to someone else
(“Use of Language Abstraction’), and they rated all four descriptions on the extent to
which they were an appropriate description of the product experience (‘Abstraction
Index”).

Results

Use of Language Abstraction

Data for each product were analyzed in separate ANOVAs, with product experience
(negative vs. positive) and receiver’s product attitude (favorable vs. unfavorable) as
between subject factors and the use of language abstraction as dependent variable. The
analyses revealed product experience x receiver attitude interactions for both
products: razor blades (F(1, 151) = 47.81, p < .001) and yogurt (F(1, 151) = 9.66, p < .01).
All main effects were non-significant, except for the experience effect for razor blades
(Mpositive = 2.88 V5. Megative = 2.33, F(1,151) = 13.89, p < .001). Product experiences that
correspond to the product attitude of the receiver were communicated more abstractly
than experiences that contradict the attitude of the receiver.

In line with Hypothesis 3a, planned contrasts showed that negative
experiences were described more concretely to receivers with favorable brand
attitudes than to receivers with unfavorable brand attitudes: razor blade (F(1, 151) =
28.88, p < .001), and yogurt (F(1, 151) = 9.12, p < .01), see Figure 10a and 10b.
Confirming Hypothesis 3b, the positive experience with the razor blade was described
more abstractly to receivers with a favorable brand attitude than to receivers with an
unfavorable brand attitude (F(1, 151) = 19.27, p < .001). For yogurt, a tendency in the
correct direction was found, however there was no significant difference (F(1, 151) =
1.97, p = .16).
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W Favorable Attitude Receiver O Unfavorable Attitude Receiver

Language Abstraction

Positive Experience Negative Experience
Razor Blade

Figure 10a.

Study 3.1. Effect of product experience and receiver product attitude on the Use of Language
Abstraction for razor blade: Mean (SE)

B Favorable Attitude Receiver O Unfavorable Attitude Receiver

Language Abstraction

Positive Experience Negative Experience
Yoghurt

Figure 10b.
Study 3.1. Effect of product experience and receiver product attitude on the Use of Language
Abstraction for yoghurt: Mean (SE)

Abstraction Index

For the abstraction index, similar ANOVAs with product experience and receiver’s
product attitude revealed the expected interaction effect for both razor blades (F(1,
151) = 38.50, p < .001) and yogurt (F(1, 151) = 14.34, p < .001), as well as a main effect of
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experience for razor blades (Mpositive = 2.48 V5. Mregative = 2.32, F(1, 151) = 10.61, p < .01).
Product experiences consistent with the product attitude of the receiver were
communicated more abstractly than inconsistent experiences. In line with H3a,
planned contrasts showed a higher level of language abstraction when negative
experiences were communicated to a receiver with a unfavorable (rather than
favorable) toward the brand: razor blades (F(1, 151) = 14.28, p < .001), yogurt (F(1, 151)
= 3.85, p = .05). In line with H3b, language abstraction was lower when positive
experiences were communicated to a receiver with a unfavorable (vs. favorable)
attitude brand attitude: razor blades (F(1, 151) = 25.17, p < .001), and yogurt (F(1, 151) =
11.36, p < .01), see Figure 11a and 11b.

B Favorable Attitude Receiver O Unfavorable Attitude Receiver

Abstraction Index

Positive Experience Negative Experience

Razor Blade
Figure 11a.

Study 3.1. Effect of product experience and receiver product attitude on the Abstraction Index for
razor blade: Mean (SE).
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B Favorable Attitude Receiver O Unfavorable Attitude Receiver

Abstraction Index

Positive Experience Negative Experience
Yoghurt

Figure 11b.
Study 3.1. Effect of product experience and receiver product attitude on the Abstraction Index for
yoghurt: Mean (SE).

Discussion

Study 3.1 provides evidence for systematic variations in language abstraction based on
the product attitude of the receiver, a phenomenon which was labeled the Receiver
Induced Systematic Language Abstraction. Consistent with the hypotheses, consumers
who talk about product experiences have been shown to match the level of
abstractness of the language they use to the product attitude of the receiver. More
specifically, the same positive product experience was communicated in a more
abstract manner to a receiver with a favorable brand attitude than to a receiver with an
unfavorable brand attitude. Conversely, negative experiences were described in a
more concrete manner if the receiver had a favorable attitude compared to an
unfavorable attitude. These results support the suggestion that consumers may be
implicitly aware of the effects of language abstraction on an audience. Moreover, these
findings suggest that language abstraction is used in a strategic manner, in this case to

adapt word-of-mouth communication to an audience.
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3.3 Effect of Communication Goal on Language Abstraction

Similar to other influence tactics, such as the construction of choice sets (Hamilton,
2003), consumers may modify their use of linguistics to guide the thoughts and
feelings of the receiver and create a desired reality. In such, language helps people to
achieve their goals. Language can be used to direct the attention of the audience to a
particular facet of reality: higher levels of abstraction emphasize the general qualities
of the product. Abstractly describing a positive experience highlights the stability of
the event and raises the perceived likelihood of recurrence of a positive experience.
Thereby one paints a more favorable picture of the product under consideration. Such
strategic use of language abstraction was demonstrated by Douglas and Sutton (2003),
who asked participants to describe events in a way that would be most (or least)
favorable for the actor of the behavior. In response to this instruction, their participants
chose more abstract descriptions for positive behaviors and more concrete descriptions
for negative behaviors. However, in previous studies the communication goal was
focused at the levels of language abstraction of the descriptions (by instructions as
“choose the description which frames the information most positive” - Douglas &
Sutton, 2003 Study 1). Thus, the strategic language use depended on explicit
instructions which focus the attention of the sender on (the differences in) the
language of the four descriptions.

Extending previous research on the effect of communication goals on
language abstraction (Douglas & Sutton, 2003; Semin, et al., 2005, Wenneker et al,,
2005), this dissertation will examine the effects of a communication goal focused at the
product attitude of a receiver, more specifically a persuasion goal to reach a desired
attitude of the receiver. The goal to persuade other consumers of the superiority or
inferiority of a product is a frequent motive for word of mouth (Sundaram, Mitra, &
Webster, 1998; Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004). It is argued that consumers
can adapt language abstraction to communication goals (Wenneker et al., 2005), hence
it could also be possible that consumers adapt linguistic abstraction to a desired attitude
of the receiver. The study will examine language use in the presence or absence of such
persuasion goals, to observe whether consumers can “translate” such a general
communication goal into an appropriate level of language abstraction. Consumers
who have the goal of persuading others of the quality of a product should aim to
generalize positive product experiences and portray the favorable experience as

typical and diagnostic for the brand. Thus, they should be more likely to use abstract
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language to describe product experiences. In contrast, these consumers should also be
inclined to portray unfavorable product experiences as exception to the rule, and avoid

generalizing the information to the brand level. Accordingly, I hypothesize:

H4a Negative product experiences will be communicated
more concretely if consumers have the goal of persuading

a receiver of the high quality of a product.

H4b  Positive product experiences will be communicated more
abstractly if consumers have the goal of persuading a

receiver of the high quality of a product.

Study 3.2: Effect of Desired Product Attitude on Language

Abstraction

This study examined whether consumers employ language abstraction strategically
when they communicate with or without the goal to persuade someone of the high
quality of the product. Note that the participants of this study have no prior attitudes
towards the brands of this study.

Method

Design

One hundred fifty-two students were assigned to a mixed design with 2 (product
experience: negative vs. positive) x 2 (communication goal: persuasion goal vs. no
persuasion goal) x 2 (product category: telecommunication network and dishwasher),
where persuasion goal was a between subject variable and product experience and
product category were within subjects factors. For both products, each participant was
assigned to either a persuasion