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F irms that operate in industries with high levels 
of advertising and promotional clutter are finding
that word of mouth (WOM) represents an impor-

tant area of their products’ communications activity
(Plummer 2007). Previous research has reported that
positive WOM accelerates new product and brand
acceptance in new populations and significantly reduces
brand promotional expenses in existing markets 
(Graham and Havlena 2007; Keller 2007; Traylor and
Mathias 1983). Unfavorable WOM has been found to

impede a brand’s acceptance and to erode its reputation
(Holmes and Lett 1977). Unfortunately, a consumer’s
positive experiences with a product or brand are usually
not enough to stimulate positive WOM about it 
(Gremler, Gwinner, and Brown 2001).

In an attempt to generate positive WOM behavior about
a product, some marketers have tried to induce WOM 
by using traditional advertising and promotional efforts
(Graham and Havlena 2007). These efforts cost more
than $981 million in 2007. This area of expenditure 
is the fastest-growing segment of the $254 billion U.S.
marketing services sector (PQ Media 2008).
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However, these efforts may be largely ineffective because
only a small proportion of WOM has been linked to
active commercial promotion activities (Mangold and
Miller 1999). Despite its importance, WOM has
remained one of the more neglected areas in marketing
research (Bayus 1985; Buttle 1998; Silverman 2001).

Although many studies have examined the impact of
culture on marketing, few have examined the effect of
cultural values on consumers’ WOM about products
(Money, Gilly, and Graham 1998). This exploratory
study tests whether cultural values based on Hofstede’s
(1980) work are effects in a sample’s reported WOM
about products. Developing an understanding of how
cultural factors affect social group WOM transmission
should aid managers in creating more proactive and tar-
geted promotional programs. More effective manage-
ment of WOM could improve a product category’s or
brand’s acceptance and preference across consumer
populations in various cultures. We give particular
attention to testing the potential differences in WOM
between in-group and out-group recipients of messages
about products and brands.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH
WOM Advertising

Word-of-mouth advertising is defined as “an oral, 
person-to-person communication between a receiver
and a communicator whom the receiver perceives as
non-commercial, regarding a brand, product, or serv-
ice” (Arndt 1967, p. 66). It has often been reported that
WOM has a significant influence on consumers’ deci-
sions to adopt a new product when WOM is positive
(Rogers 2003; Sheth 1971) and to switch from the prod-
uct or brand when receiving negative information or
rumors (Bone 1992).

There is a long history of research into the general
process of how WOM occurs. In 1898, Gabriel Tarde
reported that conversations are “the strongest agent of
imitation, of the propagation of sentiments, ideas, and
modes of action” (Graham and Havlena 2007, p. 427).
Word of mouth is the most influential source of infor-
mation for the purchase of many household and food
products (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955) and is believed to
be many times more effective than personal selling,
newspapers, radio, and magazines (Herr, Kardes, and
Kim 1991; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955). This is because
the WOM message is perceived as originating from an

unbiased third party (Mizerski 1982). Nonetheless,
many negative rumors about brands seem to originate
with a competitor (Koenig 1985). From these explana-
tions, we infer that WOM is transmitted person to 
person through various media.

WOM, Diffusion, and Culture

Studies of WOM, culture, and product diffusion 
follow two streams: The first stream investigates the
relationship between WOM and product diffusion (e.g., 
Graham and Havlena 2007; Keller 2007), and the 
second examines culture and product diffusion (e.g., 
Chandrasekaran and Tellis 2008; Yalcinkaya 2008).
However, there is no study on the link between culture
and WOM. We report the results of an investigation
into this link. 

In studies of WOM and product diffusion, WOM
affects the diffusion of innovations (Rogers 2003)
through the effects on brand adoption and consumer
attitudes toward a new product (Keller 2007; Reingen
1987). Consumers use referrals as a tool to reduce the
amount of information to be processed (Duhan et al.
1997) and to lessen anxiety (Hung and Li 2007) when
deciding to adopt a product. Gatignon and Robertson
(1986) indicate that WOM is also used socially to assert
or share status.

The frequency and intensity of WOM depend on the
types of products and markets being discussed (Gelb
and Johnson 1995), the social networks involved
(Alsop, Bassett, and Hoskins 2007; Frenzen and
Nakamoto 1993; Reingen 1987), the relative social class
of the person (Hugstad, Taylor, and Bruce 1987), and
the personality (Feick and Price 1987) and culture
(Money, Gilly, and Graham 1998) of the communica-
tors. Cultural values often influence the nature of social
networks (Smith 2007), but there is little empirical
research on the impact of culture on the network of
communicating WOM.

Social In- and Out-Groups

Consumers tend to place more trust in WOM from
people they know personally (Keller 2007) in the form
of in-groups. However, both in- and out-group WOM
are important to product acceptance. Strong ties among
members of an in-group would more likely activate
product referral communication and help transmit
information quickly within the group (Reingen and Ker-
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nan 1986). Conversely, WOM with an out-group facili-
tates product information flow from one in-group to
another group (Brown and Reingen 1987). Thus, out-
group WOM is essential in new product diffusion
because it moves information from an in-group level to
the entire market (Smith 2007). The rate of WOM dif-
fusion and the groups to which the WOM is spread may
be affected by the population’s cultural values.

Cultural Values and WOM

Culture is a conceptually complex idea that has defied a
comprehensive and agreed-on definition (Inkeles and
Levinson 1969; Kluckhorn 1961) for more than a cen-
tury. Tylor (1891, p. 23) argues that culture is “a com-
plex whole that includes knowledge, belief, art, morals,
law, custom and other capabilities and habits acquired
by man as a member of society.” Hofstede (1980, p. 45)
maintains that culture is “the collective programming 
of the mind, which distinguishes the members of one
human group from another.” These definitions suggest
that consumers acquire culture from their society or
group of affiliation.

Trompenaars (1994) views culture as the way that a
group of people solved the problems that afflicted their
society. The successful solutions were then adopted as
being normal behavior or accepted standards and were
gradually assimilated to become a part of acceptable
culture. This suggests that culture is capable of change
and that change is constant (Olivas-Lujan, Harzing, and
McCoy 2004). 

The concept of culture incorporates a system of shared
meanings or values that can exert a strong influence on
the objects, events, and ideas to which people attend
and toward which they act and attribute value (Liu, Fur-
rer, and Sudharshan 2001; Trompenaars 1994; Watkins
and Liu 1996). People from different cultures are often
expected to choose different groups, messages, and
methods to effect transmission (Chow, Deng, and Ho
2000; Kale 1991). Therefore, we would expect that cul-
ture strongly influences channels by which WOM is
communicated.

Research into the effects of culture on product diffusion
has been mixed and sometimes contradictory. For 
example, Hofstede’s (1980) power distance cultural
dimension has been found to have both negative (Van
Everdingen and Waarts 2003) and positive (Dwyer,
Mesak, and Hsu 2005) effects on product diffusion.

This contradiction could be because these researchers
studied the effects of culture on the diffusion of specific
products and not the effects of culture on WOM. 

Culture and the Target Group for WOM

Hofstede (1980) studied the employees of IBM, a multi-
national computer hardware firm, from 53 countries. He
reported many differences in the employees’ perceptions
and working styles. Hofstede proposed that these differ-
ences reflected four independent cultural dimensions,
labeling them individualism, masculinity, uncertainty
avoidance, and power distance. Subsequently, Hofstede
and Bond (1988) added a Confucian dynamism dimen-
sion (or Eastern/Oriental values). Hofstede (1991) also
reported that these dimensions were useful for differenti-
ating between within-culture subgroups, sometimes
known as subcultures. Hofstede’s constructs are posited
to be reflective and, in general, are considered unidimen-
sional (Bearden, Money, and Nevins 2006). However,
despite the popularity of Hofstede’s work, critics of his
theory have demonstrated that the model can be difficult
to apply consistently across all cultures and products (Yeh
1988). Moreover, Bearden, Money, and Nevins (2006)
find that the model is multidimensional and lacks reliabil-
ity in some applications.

Nonetheless, Hofstede’s (1980, 1988) model is one 
of the most popular frameworks used for examining the
effects of culture in marketing (e.g., Fam and Merrilees
1998; Liu, Furrer, and Sudharshan 2001; Mortenson
2002) and product adoption and diffusion rates
between different countries. International marketers
often use Hofstede’s framework for cultural and market
segmentation (Liu, Furrer, and Sudharshan 2001) 
and to compare cross-cultural receptivity with market-
ing communications (Kale 1991). In this study, we 
use Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions as an inde-
pendent reflector for the transmission of WOM to in- or
out-groups.

HYPOTHESES
Individualism

Researchers have paid the most attention to Hofstede’s
(1980) dimension of individualism–collectivism (e.g.,
Kagitcibasi 1997; Smith and Schwartz 1997). Indi-
vidualism is the degree to which members within a 
society are integrated into groups. An individualist 
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culture exhibits a preference for a society in which indi-
viduals only take care of themselves and their immedi-
ate families.

In contrast, collectivism refers to societies in which 
individuals can expect their relatives, clans, or other 
in-groups to support them in exchange for being loyal 
to these groups. Collectivist cultures favor group
rewards, while individualist cultures favor individual
rewards. Personal and communal goals are more closely
aligned in collectivist cultures than in individualist 
cultures (Triandis 1995). Allegiance to collectivism 
can be identified when group goals have priority over
individual goals and to individualism when personal
goals have priority (Hofstede 1980). Normative influ-
ences of others on decision making are expected 
to be much stronger in collectivist than individualist 
cultures.

Consumers in countries judged to be high-context 
cultures (Yaveroglu and Donthu 2002), or more individ-
ualist and masculine cultures (Steenkamp, Ter Hofstede,
and Wedel 1999), experience a higher rate of new 
product diffusion. Yaveroglu and Donthu (2002) 
define high-context cultures as those that are highly
individualist, low in power distance (more egalitarian),
and low in uncertainty avoidance (seek risks). Low-
context cultures are more collectivist and high in uncer-
tainty avoidance. Therefore, we would expect that 
valuing individualism promotes WOM communications
to both in- and out-groups, resulting in higher product 
diffusion rates compared with countries valuing 
collectivism.

According to Yaveroglu and Donthu (2002), consumers
in collectivist low-context cultures are more likely to
imitate each other in an effort to fit in to gain social
standing and acceptance. These societies encourage
social harmony and bonding within their in-group and
also are more likely to exhibit greater trust for their in-
group and to perceive a greater difference between their
in- and out-groups (Triandis 1995). Limited out-group
communication means that new product diffusion could
be more difficult and slower in collectivist cultures.
Highly collectivist cultures, such as Japan, tend to
depend on WOM referrals from in-groups when doing
business (Money, Gilly, and Graham 1998), with indi-
viduals participating in the referral process exhibiting
high levels of brand loyalty. These findings on how
WOM is spread in individualist and collectivist cultures
lead to the following hypotheses:

H1: The more a consumer values individualism,
compared with collectivism, the more likely he
or she is to engage in WOM with (a) an out-
group and (b) an in-group.

Masculinity

Masculinity is a preference for valuing assertiveness,
achievement, and material success. The opposite of this
preference is femininity, or a tendency to prefer relation-
ships, modesty, and caring for the weak (Hofstede 1980).
Valuing masculinity favors competition and survival of
the fittest, while valuing femininity favors solidarity and
sympathy for the disadvantaged. Research by Steenkamp,
Ter Hofstede, and Wedel (1999) and Dwyer, Mesak, and
Hsu (2005) indicates that masculine cultures tend to
experience higher rates of new product diffusion, suggest-
ing that they communicate more with out-groups.

A new product’s diffusion rate is largely a function of
the early adopters spreading positive WOM (Takada
and Jain 1991) to both their in- and out-groups. Weaker
relationships (i.e., out-group) are bridges that link dis-
tinct in-groups together in the market system and are
essential for fast product diffusion (Brown and Reingen
1987). We expect that people who value masculinity are
more aggressive and therefore are more likely to voice
their pleasure or displeasure about new products to
those with weak ties (out-group). People who value cul-
tural feminism are more likely to look inward to their
in-group for solidarity than to out-groups. 

Lam and Mizerski (2005) find that people with a high
internal locus of control were more likely to engage 
in out-group WOM communication, while those with 
an external locus of control were more likely to engage 
in in-group WOM communication. The locus-of-control
construct measures the degree to which people believe
they have control over their own behavior and environ-
ment (Levenson 1974; Rotter 1966). Those with a high
internal locus of control (internals) believe they have con-
siderable influence over their own behavior and environ-
ment. In contrast, those with a high external locus of con-
trol (externals) believe they are dominated by external
forces, such as fate, luck, or powerful others. Internals
tend to be risk and achievement oriented and fit the pro-
file of those valuing masculinity. Externals tend to have a
greater need for affiliation and companionship and fit the
profile of valuing femininity. Thus, we would expect that
consumers who value masculinity are more likely to
engage in WOM communication with their out-groups
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compared with their in-groups. Therefore, we propose
the following hypotheses:

H2: The more a consumer values masculinity, 
compared with femininity, the more he or she is
likely to engage in WOM with (a) an out-group
and (b) an in-group.

Uncertainty Avoidance

Uncertainty avoidance is the extent to which a culture
instills in its members the need to feel less comfortable
in unstructured, novel, unknown, surprising, or unusual
situations (Hofstede 1980). Cultures that value uncer-
tainty avoidance try to minimize the possibility of 
such situations by favoring strict rules and principles.
Accordingly, if members of this culture adhere to 
the rules, they will encounter tried and familiar 
situations.

Several studies incorporating the effects of Hofstede’s
(1980) cultural dimensions with the Bass product 
diffusion model (Bass 1969) have found a negative 
relationship between uncertainty avoidance and the
adoption rates for new products (Van Everdingen and
Waarts 2003; Yeniyurt and Townsend 2003). Tellis,
Stremersch, and Yin (2003) find that new products took
off faster in countries with low levels of uncertainty
avoidance, and Yaveroglu and Donthu (2002) show that
countries with low levels of uncertainty avoidance
tended to experience higher rates of innovative product
diffusion. Because WOM with those of weak ties (e.g.,
out-groups) is essential for fast product diffusion from
one distinct in-group to another, we would expect that it
is more prevalent among consumers with lower levels of
uncertainty avoidance.

People who value uncertainty avoidance do not accept
changes as easily as those with low levels of uncertainty
avoidance or high risk seekers. High levels of uncer-
tainty avoidance can cause people to be withdrawn and
to share information only with people they trust (e.g.,
their in-groups). Therefore, those that value uncertainty
avoidance are more likely to engage in WOM with their
in-groups, as compared with their out-groups.

In contrast, uncertainty-embracing (risk-taking) cultures
favor opportunism. In general, these cultures are more
tolerant of behaviors that are deemed to be deviant 
from others’ behaviors. With fewer systems of rules and
principles to rely on, low-uncertainty-avoidance cul-

tures tend to be more open to others and the ideas of
others. Therefore, they are more likely to engage in
WOM with their out-groups. This leads us to hypothe-
size the following:

H3: The more a consumer values uncertainty
avoidance, compared with embracing uncer-
tainty, the more likely she or he is to engage 
in WOM with (a) an in-group and (b) an 
out-group.

Power Distance

Valuing power distance is the extent to which a society
accepts and expects that the power in organizations and
society is distributed in an unequal fashion (Hofstede
1980). Diffusion research has found a negative relation-
ship between valuing power distance and the product
diffusion rate (Van Everdingen and Waarts 2003;
Yeniyurt and Townsend 2003). Innovation is also high
in countries with low power distance (Yaveroglu 
and Donthu 2002). These findings suggest that cultures
that value power distance have low out-group WOM
behavior.

Smith, Trompenaars, and Dugan (1995) show that cul-
tures with low individualism and high power distance
tend to have a lower internal locus of control (external).
Given the findings by Lam and Mizerski (2005) that
externals are more likely to engage in in-group WOM,
we would expect that high power distance is positively
associated with in-group WOM and negatively related
to out-group WOM.

In high-power-distance cultures, inequalities are
expected in society. This expectation encourages 
the notion that information sharing is also unequal.
People with greater power are expected to maintain
more information than people with less power. 
Those who score low in power distance are more 
likely to be less inhibited in expressing their ideas and 
views to others because they tend to view everyone 
as equal. Those who score high in power distance 
are more cautious in their group interactions, especially
when dealing with people who are more powerful.
Inequality in power prompts members with different
power levels to belong to different groups. This 
environment creates more interaction (i.e., WOM) with
those who belong to the same power level, that is, their
in-group. These expectations suggest the following
hypotheses:
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H4: The more a consumer values high power dis-
tance, compared with those who value low
power distance, the more likely she or he is to
engage in WOM with (a) an in-group and (b)
an out-group.

Confucian Dynamism

As we mentioned previously, Hofstede and Bond (1988)
added a fifth dimension to Hofstede’s (1980) original
four dimensions: Confucian dynamism (long-term ver-
sus short-term orientation). People with a long-term ori-
entation (Western) are posited to embrace values such 
as thriftiness and persistence. This means that they are
more likely to think of the future. That is, they tend to
have a mind-set of “saving for a rainy day.” 

People with a short-term orientation (Eastern) place
more emphasis on values such as respect for tradition
and fulfilling social obligations. These types of people
tend to focus more on past and present actions, rather
than on future actions. The dimensions of Eastern and
Western in Confucian dynamism do not lend themselves
to clear hypotheses about how they would target a
WOM communication. Previous studies by diffusion
researchers have found contradictory results. For exam-
ple, Van Everdingen and Waarts (2003) find a positive
relationship between long-term orientation and product
adoption rates, while Dwyer, Mesak, and Hsu (2005)
find a negative association with adoption rate. There-
fore, we do not test this dimension in this study. 

RESEARCH METHOD

We used a survey to assess the diffusion of WOM. We
used a sampling procedure similar to Hofstede’s (1980)
original data collection. However, instead of using
employees of an international company as Hofstede did,
we surveyed students enrolled in the same degree program
and topic unit at the same university in different cities (i.e.,
Singapore and Perth, Australia) in which the program was
offered. This sample frame helped control for intelligence,
social class, and some aspiration factors but potentially
captured differences in how the respondents valued the
four cultural dimensions deemed to be critical here.

Both Singapore and Perth are economically developed
but demographically different from each other and from
their previous cultural orientations viewed by Hofstede
(1980, 1988) 20 to 30 years ago. They now have a much

more diverse culture as a result of immigration. There-
fore, it would be inappropriate to label the samples’ cul-
tural dimensions on the basis of Hofstede’s previous sur-
veys regarding countries. Instead, the respondents were
asked to individually rate values from the cultural
dimensions used by Hofstede (1980); we tested these
values for their relationship to the respondents’ reports
of their in- versus out-group communication.

We conducted a pretest on the WOM constructs with
100 Australian respondents similar to those used in the
main survey. We used eight questions to measure the
respondents’ attitudes and behavior when seeking and
transmitting WOM to their in- and out-groups. This
resulted in the rewording of several questions to increase
clarity and reliability (see the Appendix).

The main survey was administered to samples on the
Perth and Singapore campuses of an Australian public
university with a significant number of international
enrollments. Approximately 75% of the surveys were
collected in Perth, with the remainder collected in Singa-
pore. The resulting samples of 228 respondents were
between 17 and 49 years of age (M = 21.6 years), and
approximately 57% of the respondents were female. 

In the Perth sample, 75% chose “Australian” as their
nationality, though they or their immediate family were
often immigrants to Australia. Respondents chose 28
different nationalities for the rest of the sample. Eleven
Asian countries were represented in the two samples.
Respondents from these Asian countries were the
majority of non-Australians in the sample.

The survey consisted of 28 questions on cultural 
values and WOM activity that used a five-point 
Likert scale (1 = “strongly disagree,” and 5 = “strongly
agree”). These questions were adapted from Dorfman
and Howell’s (1988) study and were based on Hof-
stede’s (1980) cultural dimensions. They have been used
by Robertson and Hoffman (2000) with good Cron-
bach’s alpha levels. From a preliminary analysis using
factor models and interitem scale reliability analysis, 
we omitted several items with loadings below .4 from 
further analyses.

MODEL FIT AND RESULTS

To obtain a rough estimate of the association of Hof-
stede’s (1980) four dimensions of cultural values with
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reported nationality, we split the total sample into (1) 
a group of respondents who chose Western countries for
their nationality and (2) a group of respondents (East-
ern) who chose any of 11 Asian countries represented in
the samples from both locations (Singapore and Perth).
Comparisons of the two groups indicated that one 
of the four items measuring uncertainty avoidance was 
significantly different between the two groups (F = 6.3, 
p = .004). In contrast, three of the four items measuring
power distance were significantly different (p = .05 
to p = .001) between the groups. There were no signifi-
cant differences in the individualism–collectivism and 
masculine–feminine dimensions of Hofstede’s cultural
values. Although the two sampled cities have been por-
trayed as culturally different in prior research and were
largely chosen for this reason, these samples did not
reflect large differences in their cultural values. For fur-
ther analyses, we evaluated the respondents by their 
ratings of the cultural values and their WOM group 
communication.

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis using
AMOS 7.0 to test the hypotheses. Then, we aggregated
the Singapore and Perth samples for further analyses
modeling the data. Structural equation modeling was
chosen because it is particularly suited for model specifi-
cation in that it facilitates the simultaneous use of mul-
tiple indicators and can account for measurement error
in the model (Byrne 2001).

We used maximum likelihood tests to estimate the
model’s measurement and structural parameters. Table
1 reports the standardized item, construct estimates, and
coefficient alphas. Nunnally (1978) suggests that relia-
bility levels of .6 to .7 are satisfactory in the early stage
of research. Given the exploratory nature of this study,
we determined that the model’s Cronbach’s alphas of
.67 to .78 were adequate indicators of internal consis-
tency. The congeneric reliability score (Graham 2006)
shows reliability coefficients of between .69 and .80 for
the constructs tested, in further support of the model’s
adequate internal consistency.

Next, we tested aspects of the model’s convergent 
and discriminant validity. Convergent validity tests 
for the within-dimension interrelationships of measures.
The measures correlated well within the model’s con-
structs, with significant factor loadings of .53 to .83.
These are higher than the minimum of .5 needed to indi-
cate satisfactory convergent validity (Campbell and
Fiske 1959). 

Discriminant validity tests for the degree to which con-
cepts that are not theoretically interrelated are distinct
and can be indicated by interfactor correlations that are
significantly lower than 1.0 (Marsh and Hocevar 1983).
The confirmatory factor analysis results reported in
Table 2 show that except for one item (.72, p ! .01), all
interfactor correlations for the model were nonsignifi-
cant, indicating that the constructs are distinct from one
another. The specified model was fully reflective, where
in-group and out-group WOM constructs reflect cul-
tural values. As Hofstede (1980) proposes and this study
supports, cultural values are treated as independent and
one dimensional.

We chose chi-square/degrees of freedom (CMIN/d.f.),
comparative fit index (CFI), and root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA) as goodness-of-fit indica-
tors to evaluate the estimated model’s fit to the data
rather than the commonly used chi-square test. This is
due to the chi-square’s well-documented sensitivity to
sample size and non-normal distributions (Byrne 2001).
The CMIN/d.f. fit measure had a ratio of less than 2.0
(1.4), which Brooke, Russell, and Price (1988) and
Hoelter (1983) suggest indicates an excellent model fit
to the data. Bentler (1990) recommends a minimum CFI
value of .90 as an indication of good fit, and the CFI for
the model is .93. Browne and Cudeck (1993) suggest
that RMSEA values at or below .05 show good fit. This
application showed an RMSEA of .04. We used Hoel-
ter’s (1983) critical N test as a measure for adequate
sample size. The critical N (197) indicated that the
model had a sample large enough to adequately test the
model. The results reported in Table 2 show that the
model fits the data well.

We performed a test for common method variance by
incorporating a latent common methods construct that
reflected all the variables in the study (Podsakoff et al.
2003). The estimated common methods bias was 6.7%,
well below the 15.8% bias that is the average for mar-
keting studies (Podsakoff et al. 2003).

Table 2 also shows the structural parameter estimates
and critical ratios for the hypothesized paths of the
model. The sample respondents’ values of individualism,
masculinity, power distance, and uncertainty avoidance
were all found to be significant effects in WOM group
engagement (Figure 1).

Valuing individualism had a strong (.94) significant 
(p < .01) and positive effect on out-group WOM. These
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results support H1a. The relationship between valuing
individualism and in-group WOM was negative (–.36),
as hypothesized, but it was not significant. Therefore,
H2b is not supported.

Valuing masculinity was not significantly related to 
out-group WOM. The path from masculinity to 
in-group WOM was positive and significant (p < .01),
with a standardized regression weight of .97. 
This relationship was opposite to the direction hypoth-
esized. Therefore, both H2a and H2b are not supported. 
The value of the masculine–feminine cultural dimension
was only an unexpected negative effect in in-group
WOM.

Respondents who valued uncertainty avoidance were 
significantly (p < .01) less likely to engage in WOM 
with an in-group (–.35). This relationship was opposite 
to the direction hypothesized in H3a, but it was not 
statistically significant. The path from uncertainty avoid-
ance to out-group WOM was also not significant. 
Therefore, both H3a and H3b are not supported. Valuing
uncertainty avoidance had no effects on WOM group
communications.

Valuing high power distance had a significant (p < .01)
and positive effect on in-group WOM, with a standard-
ized regression weight estimate of .98. This supports
H4a. However, the relationship of valuing high power

Original Number of Final Item Standardized Congeneric
Number of Items After Number Parameter Cronbach’s Reliability

Construct Items Screening (See Appendix) Estimate* Alpha Score

Independent
Individualism 5 2 1 .54 .66 .72

2 .91
Uncertainty avoidance 5 4 3 .52 .74 .75

4 .71
5 .72
6 .64

Masculinity 5 5 7 .64 .78 .80
8 .54
9 .78

10 .87
11 .43

Power distance 5 5 12 .35 .67 .70
13 .43
14 .25
15 .89
16 .77

Dependent
In-group WOM 4 4 17 .64 .74 .69

18 .66
19 .64
20 .41

Out-group WOM 4 4 21 .69 .67 .68
22 .55
23 .71
24 .69

*p < .001. 
Notes: The standardized parameter estimate is calculated using AMOS Congeneric Reliability procedure (see Graham 2006).

Table 1. Estimated Generalized Least Squares Parameters (Measurement Coefficients) and Reliability of the Model
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distance and out-group WOM was opposite to the
direction hypothesized. Thus, H4b is not supported. 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND 
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

This study is the first to investigate empirically the effect
of cultural values on a popular form of WOM commu-
nications. That is, WOM transmission patterns were
related to people’s cultural values. Several relationships
were opposite to their hypothesized direction. The
method showed that assumed cultural values based on
residence and citizenship may not exist in many areas
that have experienced a large influx of immigrants. The
cultural identity of countries and their populations circa
Hofstede in 1980 may be quite different 30 years later,
as the values in the two samples from Singapore and
Perth reveal.

Limitations

This research was conducted with a sample of under-
graduate students from two countries enrolled in the
same degree program and class in the program. Although
this sample frame helped control for some factors, it does
not provide the ability to extrapolate to other popula-
tions. More extreme cultural values might have been
generated with more divergent societies and countries
(e.g., Saudi Arabia, Mongolia, Tibet), but those insights
may not have wide application for marketers.

Moreover, the respondents were early adopters of new
products and services who, in general, tend to be diffi-
cult to reach through traditional media (Kotabe et al.
2005). They frequently find out about new products
through their WOM behavior. However, the results of
this study should only be applied to this demographic.
Other demographics and factors that limit access to
communication may result in different abilities and cul-
tural values and spread WOM in a different way. 

The items and measures used in the study are based on
the work that Hofstede (1980) originally proposed.
They need continued modification for contemporary
language and the cultural values of new populations
under investigation (Yeh 1988). In many countries, reli-
gion has a strong effect on the cultural values that tend
to be expressed and the acceptance of the products to be
sold (Muhamad 2008). Additional research should be
conducted to study how religion reinforces cultural val-
ues beyond those that Hofstede discusses.

Standard 
Estimate

Description Path (Critical Ratio)

Dependent Construct
In-group WOM γ11 –.36 (–.79)

γ12 .97 (3.31)**

γ13 –.35(–1.89)**

γ14 .98 (3.28)**

Out-group WOM γ21 .94 (.47)**

γ22 .24 (.46) 

γ23 .94 (.49)

γ24 –.19 (–.45)

23 ↔ 24a .57 (7.38)**a

23 ↔ 21a .25 (4.10)**a

21 ↔ 22a .50 (6.88)**a

21 ↔ 24a .20 (4.48)**a

20 ↔ 19a .27 (6.50)**a

20 ↔ 18a .18 (3.38)**a

20 ↔ 17a .28 (4.38)**a

19 ↔ 18a .33 (3.82)**a

19 ↔ 17a .30 (4.04)**a

18 ↔ 17a .36 (4.09)**a

15 ↔ 13a .18 (3.04)**a

10 ↔ 9a .42 (4.87)**a

10 ↔ 7a .21 (2.87)*a

2 ↔ 1a .48 (7.04)**a

Goodness-of-Fit Statistics

CFI .93 CMIN 330.47

RMSEA .043 d.f. 233

Hoelter 197 CMIN/d.f. 1.41

RMR .034 GFI .91

*p < .05.
**p < .01.
aThese scale items were allowed to correlate (from theoretical rationale).
Notes: RMR = root mean square residual, and GFI = goodness-of-fit index.

Table 2. Estimated Maximum Likelihood Parameters
(Standardized Structural Coefficients) of the
Model
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Cultural Values and WOM
The more the respondents valued individualism, the
more they reported a preference for spreading positive
WOM to an out-group, but not to their in-group.
Respondents in this sample who valued individualism
may not feel strongly tied to their in-group. They may
actually shun being part of any in-group because of their
value of individualism, and thus perhaps they are more
likely to spread WOM to other individualists who may
form their out-groups.

According to the depiction of Hofstede (1980), respon-
dents who value femininity and power distance would be
expected to favor communicating positive WOM to their
in-group. However, we found that those who value mas-
culinity reacted opposite to that hypothesized. That is,
they were more likely to engage their in-groups with
WOM about products and brands than their out-groups.
Van Everdingen and Waarts (2003) find some support
for the positive relationship between masculinity and in-
group WOM. That is, cultures that valued masculinity

had lower product adoption rates. Perhaps the prefer-
ence for in-group WOM slows product adoptions in cul-
tures valuing masculinity because they do not like to
transmit potentially uncomfortable WOM to their out-
groups. A person’s high value of masculinity and high
power distance can be correlated (e.g., Hofstede 1991).
This colinearity may also drive some of the results.

We found that valuing uncertainty avoidance was nega-
tively associated with in-group WOM. This finding is
also opposite to that hypothesized. Previous studies
have found that consumers from cultures that value
uncertainty avoidance tend to share negative WOM
with their in-group. However, consumers in high-
uncertainty-avoidance cultures are also less likely to
complain or engage in negative WOM (Liu, Furrer, and
Sudharshan 2001). By their very nature, uncertainty-
avoiding cultures resist change and tend to stick to
established group-approved behavioral patterns. People
in these cultures are less confrontational and seek group
consensus when making decisions.

Figure 1. The Empirical Model and Hypothesized Relationships with Standard Loadings

In-group
WOM

Out-group
WOM

Individualism Masculinity Uncertainty
avoidance

Power
distance

γ11 γ21 γ12 γ22 γ13 γ23 γ14 γ24
–.36 .94 .97 .24 –.35 .95 .98 –.19

Notes: Dashed lines indicate nonsignificant relationships.
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Perhaps people who value uncertainty avoidance try to
maintain harmony and status within their in-group by
reducing WOM. They may do so to avoid risking their
long-term relationship with their in-group. To avoid giv-
ing product recommendations that may dampen a rela-
tionship, people with high uncertainty avoidance may
simply reduce their in-group WOM. It may be only a
particularly clear or threatening failure that prompts the
spread of negative WOM.

These findings show that respondents belonging to each
of Hofstede’s (1980) four cultural dimensions use
WOM in their new product–brand learning and adop-
tion process. However, they appear to favor transmit-
ting to and receiving different types of messages from
the different groups. An organization that can success-
fully identify how its consumer base initiates WOM
gains some ability to manage it. For example, when
operating in a population or target market that tends to
value uncertainty avoidance, the marketer needs to
address the negative perceptions and WOM about the
product using the correct information-processing
strategy (Howell 2006). If there is a negative rumor
about a brand, the marketer needs to choose the 
information-processing strategy and the correct group
to target, realizing that WOM is suppressed in cultures
that value uncertainty avoidance.

This article investigates the effects of Hofstede’s (1980)
four cultural dimensions on WOM behavior. Many 
contemporary cultures are made up of a blend of many
cultural archetypes that may not lend themselves 
to being clearly segregated by these original cultural
dimensions. For example, Singaporeans have been clas-
sified as exhibiting more feminine and collectivist 
cultural traits. However, Singaporeans predominantly
speak English, have Western fast-food consumption
habits, and watch American television shows and 
Hollywood blockbusters. They tend to wear blue 
jeans and frequent Starbucks outlets. In terms of con-
sumption, they exhibit many Western tendencies.  Hof-
stede and Bond (1988) note the grouping of people
according to whether they “feel” Western versus Eastern
values in the Confucian dynamism construct, and Dorf-
man and Howell (1988) use it as well. This grouping
may provide a more robust method of profiling the
major cultural factors that differentiate populations and
countries.

Because WOM can have a significant influence on the
sales of new and established products (Brown and Rein-

gen 1987), companies should closely monitor the WOM
communication that occurs in specific consumer seg-
ments (Bayus 1985; Woodside and Delozier 1976). Hol-
land and Gentry (1999) find that companies that used
carefully targeted WOM initiators to specific ethnic seg-
ments could greatly enhance their overall marketing
efforts. The current study finds support for this asser-
tion and implies that the ethnic group’s cultural values
may be the reason for their response. 

Although this study only tested for associations, cultural
values may causally influence the consumers’ willing-
ness to pass on negative versus positive product infor-
mation. Knowledge of how WOM works in groups 
with similar cultural values can help companies create
an environment that produces additional customer
referrals, higher diffusion rates, and increased share.
This knowledge is also important for marketers 
targeting specific ethnic markets within countries, 
such as in increasingly culturally mixed societies (e.g.,
the United States, the United Kingdom, many European
countries).

The support this study finds for the influence of culture
does not rule out other explanations provided by factors
not addressed here. For example, we did not test the
effects of past behavior and personality, though these
have significant coverage in other literature streams. It is
possible that consumers’ WOM behavior could change
depending on the consumption context and the types of
products being discussed. For example, products that
are used discreetly (e.g., hygiene or erectile dysfunction
products) or reflect poorly on the WOM communicator
could be challenges the marketer must address. How-
ever, the issue and product may be a popular topic in
consumer WOM in some cultures. Research into these
areas would yield more comprehensive insights into
how culture affects WOM communication about prod-
ucts and brands.

APPENDIX: SCALE ITEMS RETAINED 
FOR ANALYSIS

Individualism/Collectivism

1. Group welfare is more important than individual
rewards.

2. Group success is more important than individual
success.
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Uncertainty Avoidance

3. Rules and regulations are important because they
inform those who are working what the organiza-
tion expects of them.

4. Standard operating procedures are helpful to those
on the job.

5. Instructions for operations are important for those
on the job.

6. Team managers expect their members to closely 
follow instructions and procedures.

Masculinity/Feminism

7. Meetings are usually run more effectively when they
are chaired by a man.

8. Solving difficult problems usually requires an active
forcible approach which is typical of men.

9. It is more important for men to have a professional
career than it is for women.

10. It is preferable to have a man in a high level position
than a woman.

11. Men solve problems with logical analysis, women
solve problems with intuition.

Power Distance

12. Those in charge should make most decisions without
consulting those who are not.

13. Those in charge should not delegate important tasks
to those who are not.

14. Those not in charge should not disagree with the
decisions of those in charge.

15. My life is chiefly controlled by powerful others.

16. I feel like what happens in my life is determined by
powerful people.

In-Group WOM

17. I like introducing new brands and products only to
my close friends or family.

18. I only provide information about new brands and
products to my close friends or family.

19. I only gather information about a product before 
I buy from my close friends or family.

20. I like to seek advice or information only from 
my close friends or family when making a purchase
decision.

Out-Group WOM

21. I share information about new brands and products
with people other than my close friends or family.

22. I like to provide people, other than my close friends
or family, with information about new brands and
products.

23. I seek out the advice of people other than my close
friends or family regarding which brands to buy.

24. I like to seek information and advice of people, other
than my close friends or family, before making a
purchase decision.
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