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Positive Versus Negative WOM: The Role of Audience Expertise 
 

Matteo De Angelis1, Jonah Berger2, Chezy Ofir3 
 

 
We focus on how audience expertise shapes WOM valence, showing that individuals 
are more likely to share negative WOM with expert audiences but positive WOM 
with less expert audiences. We find that the interaction between audience expertise 
and WOM valence is explained by consumer’s desire to appear competent. 
 
Keywords: positive word-of-mouth, negative word-of-mouth audience, expertise 
 

1. Introduction 
Word-of-Mouth (WOM) is one of the most common activities individuals engage in 
both online and offline, as manifested in the fact that about 3.3 billion conversations 
about brands occur every day (Keller and Libai 2009). While traditional research has 
focused on the link between WOM and some antecedents, such as customer 
satisfaction, loyalty, commitment and trust (see DeMatos and Rossi 2008 for a 
review), as well as consequences, such as product judgments, sales and market shares 
(e.g., Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006), more recent research has focused on the content 
of WOM conversations, trying to shed light on what consumers talk about and why 
(see Berger 2014 for a review of these motives). 

One important element that can affect the type of information shared is the 
audience one talks to. In our everyday life we face different audiences that vary along 
a number of dimensions. For instance, we might talk to close others (e.g., friends or 
family members) or distant others (e.g., strangers or people we barely know); still, we 
might talk to larger or smaller audiences, to people who have higher or lower status. 
While it is quite well understood that individuals frequently tailor the content of their 
conversations to the audience they talk to, the issue of how audience shapes WOM 
communications has been quite underexplored.  

One relevant dimension on which audiences of our daily conversations 
commonly vary is their expertise on the topics at hand. We constantly talk about 
topics that present a higher degree of variation on how expert people can be. If we 
talk about cars, movies, wine, opera and topics like these, we might happen to talk to 
people who are highly expert or to people who are definitely not expert. Extant 
research, however, has not investigated the role of this factor in shaping WOM 
communications. We address this gap by studying how talking to more or less expert 
others affects the valence of WOM shared. We argue that consumers are more likely 
to engage in WOM after a negative rather than a positive experience when talking to 

                                                           
1
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2 Professor of Marketing at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, US. 
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expert others, whereas they are more likely to engage in WOM after a positive rather 
than a negative experience when talking to non-expert others. Across two 
experiments, we offer empirical evidence as well as propose that one single 
mechanism, i.e., individuals’ desire to appear competent, explains both why 
consumers share more negative than positive WOM with more expert people and why 
they share more positive than negative WOM with less expert people.  
 

2. Psychological Drivers of Positive and Negative WOM 
Past research in marketing and consumer behavior has shown that individuals use 
either positive or negative WOM to project a positive image of themselves in the 
marketplace. Specifically, on the one hand consumers might share positive WOM to 
signal their expertise to others (Packard and Wooten 2013), to self-enhance by sharing 
their own personal experiences (De Angelis et al. 2012) or to be seen as sharers of 
positive rather than negative things (Berger and Milkman 2012). On the other hand, 
consumers might share negative WOM to self-enhance by sharing other people’s 
experiences (De Angelis et al. 2012) or to show competence and knowledge, since 
sharing negative product evaluations can make the sharer seem knowledgeable 
(Amabile 1983; Schlosser 2005). 

There is, however, a dearth of studies that have investigated when positive 
versus negative WOM is more likely to be shared to improve one’s image in social 
contexts. One exception is represented by the work of De Angelis et al. (2012) that 
has shown that consumers can self-enhance by sharing either positive or negative 
WOM. These scholars have shown that consumers’ likelihood to share more positive 
versus negative WOM depends on whether they share experiences occurred to 
themselves (in this case they are more likely to share positive WOM) or experiences 
they heard occurred to other people (in this case they are more likely to share negative 
WOM). In this research we propose that by shaping the valence of information 
shared, audience expertise helps increase our understanding of when positive versus 
negative WOM tends to be shared. 
 

3. How Audience Expertise Shapes WOM: A Focus on WOM Valence 
While reality shows that consumers often craft their WOM messages to the audience 
they talk to, WOM literature has not given adequate attention to the issue of how 
audience shapes WOM. Only recently some scholars have investigated two main 
dimensions of WOM audience. The first dimension is the closeness with the 
communicator, whereby consumers sometimes talk to people they feel close to (e.g., 
friends) while some other times they talk to people they feel distant from (e.g., 
acquaintances). Chen and Berger (2013) have found that individuals are less likely to 
talk about controversial topics with distant others rather than with close others. The 
second dimension is the size of the audience, whereby people tend to share self-
presentational content when talking to large audiences and useful content when 
talking to small audiences (Barasch and Berger 2014).  

In many situations, however, consumers adapt the messages they share to the 
audience they face depending on how expert the audience is or is perceived to be. 
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Some scholars have actually investigated the role of expertise in WOM, but have 
focused on the effect of the expertise of the communicator on WOM behavior 
(Packard and Wooten 2013) Missing from the literature is an investigation of how the 
level of expertise of the audience affects the type of WOM one shares. We predict 
that consumers are more likely to engage in WOM after a negative rather than a 
positive experience when talking to expert others, whereas they are more likely to 
engage in WOM after a positive rather than a negative experience when talking to less 
expert others. We hypothesize this effect is explained by sharers’ desire to appear 
competent. In other words, we expect that the valence of WOM shared moderates the 
effects of audience expertise on likelihood to engage in WOM by moderating the 
effect of audience expertise on desire to appear competent. 
 

4. Experiment 1 
Experiment 1 tested the hypothesis that WOM valence moderates the effect of 
audience expertise on likelihood to engage in WOM. In particular, we expected a 
higher WOM likelihood following a negative versus a positive experience when the 
sharers talked to expert others, and a higher WOM likelihood following a positive 
versus a negative experience when talking to less expert others. Two hundred three 
respondents, recruited online, were randomly assigned to a 2 (WOM valence: positive 
vs. negative) x 3 (audience expertise: expert, non expert, control) between subjects 
design. Participants read a scenario about a car purchase situation. Information 
valence was manipulated by asking respondents in positive (negative) condition to 
imagine they have bought a car and the more drive it the more they are happy 
(unhappy) about it, as the car seems (doesn’t seem) fast enough, seems (doesn’t seem) 
to have a reliable engine, a good (poor) pickup, and seems (doesn’t seem) quite fuel 
efficient. Next, we manipulated audience expertise by having respondents imagine 
they were at a party celebrating their friend’s birthday and imagine talking to another 
person known to be expert on cars (expert condition), to a person who doesn’t know 
much about cars (non-expert condition), or to a person they know (control condition). 
Our dependent variable was a 7-point measure of how likely they would be to share 
their car experience with their audience (1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely).  

Data analyzed though a two-way ANOVA using likelihood to engage in WOM 
as dependent variable and WOM valence and audience expertise as factors revealed a 
significant main effect of audience expertise (F (1, 197), = 10.79, p < .001) and a 
significant WOM valence x audience expertise interaction effect (F (1, 197), = 6.85, p 
< .001), while the main effect of WOM valence was not significant (F (1, 197), =.89, 
ns). Planned contrasts showed that when talking to expert others participants were 
more likely to engage in WOM after a negative rather than a positive experience (Mneg 

= 5.97, SD = 1.03 vs. Mpos = 5.14, SD = 1.11, t (197) = 2.25, p < .03), while no 
difference was observed when talking to non-expert others (Mneg = 4.42, SD = 1.99 
vs. Mpos = 4.40, SD = 1.70, t (197) = .05, ns). In contrast to what shown for expert 
others, when audience expertise was unknown (i.e., in the control condition), 
participants were more likely to engage in WOM after a positive rather than a 
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negative experience (Mpos = 5.81, SD = 1.22 vs. Mneg = 4.76, SD = 1.63, t (197) = 2.97, 
p < .001). Thus, these results seem to comfirm our prediction.  
 

5. Experiment 2 
Experiment 2 aimed to show convergence on the effect and to offer evidence that the 
interaction between valence of information and audience expertise might be explained 
by respondents’ desire to appear competent. One hundred seventy seven respondents, 
recruited online, were randomly assigned to a 2 (WOM valence: positive vs. negative) 
x 3 (audience expertise: expert, non-expert, control) between subjects design.  

WOM valence was manipulated in a similar was as in Experiment 1 but the 
product described in the scenario was a novel. Also audience expertise was 
manipulated in similar way as in Experiment 1.We used the same dependent variable 
as in Experiment 1, but here we also measured how respondents would feel if they 
happen to share their experience with the novel with the kind of people described in 
the scenario using two 7-point measures (1 = totally disagree; 7 = totally agree): (1) “I 
would be very much willing to appear knowledgeable,” and (2) “I would be very 
much willing to show I have high standards in my evaluations.” 

Data analyzed with a two-way ANOVA with likelihood to engage in WOM as 
dependent variable and WOM valence and audience expertise as factors revealed a 
significant valence x expertise interaction (F (1, 171), = 7.44, p < .001), while the 
main effects of valence (F (1, 171), =1.82, ns) and expertise (F (1, 171), =1.58, ns) 
were both not significant. As in Experiment 1, when talking to experts participants 
were more likely to engage in WOM after a negative rather than a positive experience 
(Mneg = 5.07, SD = 1.48 vs. Mpos = 4.15, SD = 1.49, t (176) = 2.08, p < .04), while no 
difference in WOM sharing was observed when talking to non expert others (Mneg = 
3.89, SD = 2.11 vs. Mpos = 4.36, SD = 1.88, t (197) = 1.10, ns). When audience 
expertise was unknown (i.e., in the control condition), however, participants were 
more likely to engage in WOM after a positive rather than a negative experience (Mpos 

= 5.32, SD = 1.22 vs. Mneg = 3.86, SD = 1.67, t (171) = 3.37, p < .001). Next, we 
tested the hypothesis that individuals’ desire to appear competent drives the effects 
shown, by creating an index of individuals’ desire to appear competent averaging the 
scores of the two measures above (α = .84). We split the variable describing the three 
levels of audience expertise into two dummy variables. One variable, labeled 
“expert,” took value 1when the respondents read the scenario in which they talked to 
experts and 0 otherwise; the other variable, labeled “non expert,” took value 1 when 
the respondents read the scenario in which they had to talk to non expert others and 0 
otherwise. To test our hypothesis we ran a mediated moderation analysis. 

We first regressed the mediator on “expert” (dichotomous variable), WOM 
valence, and their interaction, while controlling for the other dichotomous variable, 
i.e., “non-expert.” Results showed a significant main effect of expert that was 
negative (b = -.46, t(172) = -1.89, p = .06), and a significant interaction effect 
between expert and valence (b = -.37, t(172) = -.1.78, p = .08), suggesting that the 
possibility that talking to experts increases the desire to appear competent is higher 
when sharing negative rather than positive WOM. We repeated the analysis using 
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“non-expert” as independent variable and “expert” as covariate, but none of those 
effect resulted to be significant (ps > .1). Second, we regressed WOM likelihood on 
audience expertise, WOM valence, their interaction, and the mediator. We ran the 
analysis using “expert” as independent variable and “non-expert” as covariate. The 
results showed that the effect of the mediator on WOM likelihood was positive and 
significant (b = .45, t(171) = 4.87, p = .001). More importantly, the analysis revealed 
an indirect effect of “expert” x valence that was negative and significant (b = -.34, 
95% confidence interval  = .87 and -.06). This finding demonstrates that the desire to 
appear competent accounts for the differential impact of audience expertise and 
WOM valence on WOM likelihood. 
 

6. Discussion 
In two experiments, we have shown that the expertise of the audience shapes WOM 
valence. In particular, we consistently found that while talking to expert audiences 
prompts the sharing of WOM after negative versus positive experiences, talking to 
less expert audiences prompts the sharing of WOM after positive versus negative 
experiences. In Experiment 2 we offer evidence that this effect is explained by 
communicator’s desire to show competence. These research offers three main 
contributions. First, it sheds light on how a relevant but underexplored dimension of 
the audience, i.e., its expertise, shapes WOM. Second, it contributes to the knowledge 
about the role of expertise in WOM by studying how the expertise of the audience 
influences WOM. Third, it contributes to the knowledge into when positive versus 
negative WOM is more likely to occur.  
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