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Abstract

[Purpose] In consumption failure contexts, consumers’ word-of-mouth commu-
nication intentions toward groups with differing intimacy levels are influenced
by motivations to protect others’ interests and self-image.

[Method] Diverging from prior research that posited a linear relationship be-
tween intimacy and word-of-mouth, this study adopts a motivation conflict per-
spective, constructs a motivation conflict model, and examines the influence
of interpersonal intimacy on word-of-mouth communication intentions in con-
sumption failure contexts and its underlying mechanism.

[Conclusion] Through four main experiments and two supplementary experi-
ments, the results reveal that intimacy exerts a U-shaped effect on word-of-
mouth communication intentions; consumers demonstrate the lowest word-of-
mouth intentions when facing medium-intimacy targets compared to low- and
high-intimacy targets. This effect is explained by the tension between con-
sumers’ motivation to protect others’ interests and their motivation to protect
self-image. Seller responsibility moderates this mechanism; when the seller bears
high responsibility for the consumption failure outcome, word-of-mouth com-
munication intentions no longer follow a U-shaped relationship with increasing
intimacy.
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[Objective] In consumption failure situations, consumers’ word-of-mouth
(WOM) intentions toward different closeness groups are influenced by two
competing motives: protecting others’ interests and protecting self-image.
[Methods| Departing from previous research that identified linear relation-
ships between closeness and WOM, this study adopts a motivational conflict
perspective to construct a conflict model examining how interpersonal closeness
affects WOM intention following consumption failures and the underlying mech-
anisms. [Conclusion] Through four main experiments and two supplementary
experiments, results demonstrate a U-shaped relationship between closeness
and WOM intention: consumers show the lowest WOM intention when facing
moderately close others compared to low- and high-closeness targets. This effect
is explained by the tension between consumers’ motivation to protect others’
interests and their motivation to protect self-image. Merchant responsibility
moderates this mechanism: when merchants bear high responsibility for the
consumption failure, the U-shaped relationship between closeness and WOM
intention disappears.

Keywords: Consumption Failure, Intimacy, Word-of-Mouth Intention, U-
shaped
Classification Number: F274

Abstract

[Objective] Consumers frequently share shopping experiences with others, and
the strength of social relationships can impact WOM behavior, particularly
following unpleasant purchases. While some studies have explored the role of
interpersonal closeness in social contexts, little is known about how this diverse
range of relationships affects consumers” WOM behavior in consumption failure
situations. Previous research has shown that consumers are more likely to spread
negative information to individuals with high (vs. low) interpersonal closeness.
However, these studies have adopted a binary approach to classifying closeness,
ignoring what happens at moderate levels. The impact of relationship diversity
requires further investigation.

[Methods] This study examines the effect of interpersonal closeness on con-
sumers’ WOM intention after consumption failures through six experiments
conducted in common social settings, both online (Experiments 1, 2, and Sup-
plementary Experiment 1) and offline (Experiments 3, 4, and Supplementary
Experiment 2). Drawing on attitudinal ambivalence literature, this research
employs the SIM model to determine motivation conflict levels and examines
the U-shaped impact of interpersonal closeness on WOM intention following
consumption failures. Experiment 1 (N=143) uses a between-subjects design
with a single factor of three closeness levels (low vs. medium vs. high). Partic-
ipants imagined a negative hotel service experience, then reported their WOM
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intention and answered related questions. Experimental materials varied only
in the manipulation statements for interpersonal closeness.

Experiment 2 (N=155) was designed to verify the mediating role of motiva-
tion conflict. The closeness manipulation method and stimulus material were
changed to a poorly performing smartphone purchase. Participants answered
related questions after reading the materials. Experiment 3 (N=126) was con-
ducted in an airport waiting room to simulate a more natural face-to-face com-
munication setting, shifting the social context from WeChat to a waiting room.
The U-shaped relationship between interpersonal closeness and WOM intention
was verified, and the mediating effect of motivation conflict was confirmed.

Experiment 4 (N=298) uses a 3 (interpersonal closeness: low vs. medium
vs. high) x 2 (merchant responsibility: low vs. high) between-subjects design to
validate the moderating effect of merchant responsibility. The stimulus material
described a negative private custom tour experience, with manipulations of
both interpersonal closeness and merchant responsibility. In the low merchant
responsibility condition, the merchant only provided reference options and
consumers chose the travel route. In the high merchant responsibility condition,
consumers chose the strongly recommended route provided by the merchant.
Domestic samples were recruited from a professional survey website (Credamo)
and completed online questionnaires, while foreign samples were recruited
from another professional survey website (Prolific). Samples can be considered
representative of mainstream consumer groups.

[Results] The main findings are as follows: (1) Consumers are least likely to
discuss negative consumer experiences with moderately close others compared
to low- and high-closeness targets, demonstrating a U-shaped relationship be-
tween closeness and WOM intention. (2) This difference is caused by conflict
between the motivation to protect others’ interests and the motivation to pro-
tect self-image: when facing moderately close individuals, consumers are most
concerned with protecting their self-image, leading to high motivational conflict
and resulting in the lowest WOM intention. (3) Merchant responsibility mod-
erates the effect of closeness on WOM intention. When merchants bear low
responsibility, the effect of closeness on WOM intention is U-shaped. However,
when merchants bear high responsibility, consumers’ motivation to protect self-
image decreases when facing moderately close others, causing the motivation
to protect others’ interests to become dominant and leading to low levels of
motivational conflict. This results in WOM intention increasing with closeness,
yielding an approximately linear effect.

This study contributes to the important fields of WOM communication, social
relationships, and WOM intention, providing valuable insights for marketing
professionals involved in market research, WOM management, social media op-
erations, and marketing.

Keywords: Consumption Failure, Intimacy, Word-of-Mouth Intention,
U-shaped
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1.1 Problem Statement

With the increasing popularity of social media and social commerce, social re-
lationships more broadly influence consumer behavior (Appel et al., 2020; De
Oliveira Santini et al., 2020). Whether in daily life or on social platforms, ev-
eryone maintains contacts with varying degrees of closeness (Cartwright et al.,
2021; Wang, 2015). Consumers can share consumption experiences and insights
both face-to-face with individuals of different closeness levels and through so-
cial media platforms like WeChat, QQ, and Weibo. Consequently, in this era of
increasingly diverse and nuanced social relationships, WOM management in so-
cial contexts has become particularly important for managers, especially when
consumption failures occur (He et al., 2017).

Social relationships profoundly influence consumers’ WOM intentions, as dif-
ferent social relationships evoke different social motivations that subsequently
affect WOM intention (Liu et al., 2021). However, only a few studies have
examined closeness as an important factor affecting WOM in social contexts, re-
vealing a linear relationship between closeness and WOM. For example, Dubois
et al. (2016) and Chen (2017) explored the relationship between closeness and
WOV, finding that consumers are more willing to spread negative information
to high-closeness (vs. low-closeness) targets. Conversely, Olson and Ahluwalia
(2021) found that consumers share positive WOM about consumption failures
with high-closeness targets to encourage others to make similarly poor choices,
thereby gaining psychological satisfaction through social comparison. While
these studies confirm that closeness affects WOM behavior, they neither in-
vestigate the effect of closeness on WOM intention nor explore the diversity
of closeness, simply adopting a binary classification. How this diverse range
of relationships influences consumerss WOM intention in consumption failure
situations requires deeper investigation.

This study proposes that consumers’ WOM intentions toward different closeness
groups in consumption failure contexts are influenced by two distinct motiva-
tions. Sharing failure experiences through WOM can help others, satisfying
consumers’ altruistic motivation to protect others’ interests (hereinafter “other-
protection motivation” ). Simultaneously, it exposes one’ s own failure, trig-
gering consumers’ self-interested motivation to protect self-image (hereinafter
“self-image protection motivation”) (Dubois et al., 2016; Alexandrov et al., 2013;
Berger, 2014; Chen, 2017). These two motivations jointly influence WOM inten-
tion. More critically and interestingly, when considering more diverse closeness
relationships, a U-shaped relationship emerges between closeness and WOM in-
tention. Compared to low-closeness targets (e.g., strangers) and high-closeness
targets (e.g., close friends), consumers tend to experience higher self-image pro-
tection motivation when facing moderately close targets (e.g., casual friends).
At this point, consumers experience internal conflict between self-interest and
altruism, creating tension that reduces WOM intention.

This study explores the U-shaped effect of closeness on WOM intention in con-
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sumption failure contexts from a motivational conflict perspective, revealing
the underlying conflict mechanism and boundary conditions. Expected con-
tributions include: (1) Revealing the U-shaped effect of closeness on WOM
intention, which differs from the linear relationship identified in previous re-
search. (2) Uncovering the conflict mechanism between other-protection and
self-image protection motivations in WOM intention, extending the applicabil-
ity of motivational conflict theory. (3) Advancing WOM marketing research.
WOM intention is an important antecedent of WOM behavior, and studying
WOM intention in social contexts helps enrich and improve WOM theory. This
research also has important practical value, helping to understand how different
motivations affect consumers’” WOM intentions, enabling firms to recognize the
existence of silent dissatisfied consumers in social contexts to obtain genuine
feedback through multiple channels, and assisting in developing private traffic
management and WOM management strategies.

1.2.1 Different Motivations Affecting Word-of-Mouth In-
tention in Social Contexts

Word-of-mouth intention is an important antecedent of WOM behavior, refer-
ring to the willingness of non-commercial individuals to share information and
feelings about brands, products, and services (Loureiro, 2019; Sheng et al., 2022).
Scholars have long focused on consumers’ WOM intentions, WOM distribution
patterns, and WOM biases. Since Anderson (1998) revealed the U-shaped rela-
tionship between consumer satisfaction and WOM intention in traditional offline
WOM, numerous related studies have emerged (Hu et al., 2009, 2017; Han &
Anderson, 2020). In the internet era, consumers’ online WOM behavior and
WOM intentions across different platforms have attracted widespread academic
attention (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Karaman, 2021; Liu et al., 2021; Parra-
Lépez et al., 2011). For example, Karaman (2021) revealed that consumers’
online WOM intentions exhibit extremity bias and consistency bias—consumers
with extreme satisfaction or dissatisfaction are more willing to engage in WOM,
while those with moderate attitudes tend to remain silent. Similarly, Liu et
al. (2021) found that consumers are less willing to post negative WOM on so-
cial platforms than on ordinary e-commerce platforms because they do not want
to display excessive emotions in front of acquaintances or be perceived as fool-
ish consumers. However, few studies have examined how different closeness
relationships affect WOM intention, even as social media has added numerous
moderately close contacts to consumers’ networks. When consumption failures
occur, WOM intentions toward different relationship targets likely differ signifi-
cantly, which is crucial for firms seeking to build positive WOM and understand
consumer psychology.

WOM intention is driven by different motivations. Based on humans’ two fun-
damental motivational systems— “self-interest” and “altruism” —and integrating
relevant research (Dubois et al., 2016), this study identifies two motivations af-
fecting WOM intention: other-protection motivation and self-image protection
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motivation. Other-protection motivation drives consumers to publicize their
genuine failure experiences to help others avoid losses (Alexandrov et al., 2013;
Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Self-image protection motivation makes consumers
reluctant to discuss failed consumption experiences in social contexts where their
identity is exposed, to protect their positive image and avoid damage to their
reputation as wise purchasers (Berger & Schwartz, 2011). In summary, in con-
sumption failure situations, consumers’ decisions about whether to engage in
WOM in social contexts may be simultaneously influenced by these two different
motivations, with the strength of conflict between these two forces determining
WOM intention.

1.2.2 Interpersonal Closeness, Motivation Conflict, and
Word-of-Mouth Intention

Interpersonal closeness refers to the perceived psychological proximity between
two individuals (Dubois et al., 2016; Gino & Galinsky, 2012). Previous research
has classified interpersonal closeness into high and low levels (Dubois et al.,
2016). Based on the core concept of interpersonal closeness, this study divides
closeness into three levels: low, medium, and high. Low-closeness targets are
defined as individuals with virtually no real-world connection and no expected
future interaction, such as strangers online or passersby. Medium-closeness tar-
gets are defined as individuals with work or life connections but no deep private
contact, such as ordinary colleagues or casual friends. High-closeness targets
are defined as individuals with close relationships and frequent private contact,
such as best friends or close confidants.

When consumption failures occur, consumers’” WOM intentions are typically in-
fluenced by both other-protection and self-image protection motivations. Other-
protection motivation drives consumers to inform others about their negative
experiences, helping them avoid losses (Clark & Mils, 1993; Cross et al., 2000;
Dubois et al., 2016; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Presi et al., 2014; Yoo & Gret-
zel, 2011), creating minimal resistance to WOM intention. However, when
self-image protection motivation is activated, consumers worry that sharing fail-
ure experiences will make them appear unwise, weakening the primary effect of
other-protection motivation. Additionally, self-image protection motivation is
heavily influenced by social context, with different activation levels when con-
sumers face targets of varying closeness (Chen, 2017; De Angelis et al., 2012;
Tassiello et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2008). The two motivations create varying de-
grees of conflict that pull consumers in different directions, subsequently chang-
ing WOM intention. Compared to low and high closeness, consumers experi-
ence the highest self-image protection motivation when facing moderately close
targets, creating the greatest conflict with other-protection motivation and re-
sulting in the lowest WOM intention. Specifically, the benefits of impression
management are greatest in front of moderately close targets, generating the
highest self-image protection motivation. On one hand, compared to strangers,
consumers facing moderately close targets consider future image-building and
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potential benefits more seriously (Alexandrov et al., 2013; Presi et al., 2014). In-
teractions with low-closeness targets are low-frequency and incidental, yielding
low returns on impression management and thus weak self-image protection mo-
tivation. On the other hand, consumers typically show their authentic selves to
high-closeness targets (Zhu et al., 2008), leaving little room for self-enhancement
and thus lower impression management motivation.

To better reveal the internal mechanism of how closeness affects WOM intention,
this study draws on attitudinal ambivalence and motivational conflict literature
to calculate motivation conflict using the SIM model (T = 3xC—D; Priester &
Petty, 1996; Yan et al., 2021), where T represents motivation conflict level, D
is the dominant motivation, and C is the conflicting motivation. Based on pre-
vious analysis, other-protection motivation is the dominant motivation, while
self-image protection motivation is the conflicting motivation. The SIM model
accounts for both the similarity and intensity of conflicting motivations. When
conflicting motivations are at similar levels and comparable intensity, tension
arises. The SIM model simplifies to assume that tension (T) is a linear function
of the difference between three times the conflicting motivation (C) minus the
dominant motivation (D) (i.e., T = 3xC—D; Priester & Petty, 1996; Yan et
al., 2021). This means that when both other-protection and self-image protec-
tion motivations are similarly high or similarly moderate, the value of “3xC—
D” will be larger, indicating greater motivation conflict. After experiencing ser-
vice (product) failure, consumers facing moderately close targets experience the
strongest self-image protection motivation, creating the strongest conflict with
the dominant other-protection motivation and causing significant internal %f&,
resulting in the lowest WOM intention. When facing low- and high-closeness
targets, self-image protection motivation is weaker, creating less conflict with
other-protection motivation and stronger WOM intention. Therefore, this study
proposes:

Hypothesis 1: In consumption failure contexts, a U-shaped relationship exists
between closeness and WOM intention. Specifically, WOM intention decreases
from low to moderate closeness and increases from moderate to high closeness.

Hypothesis 2: The U-shaped relationship between closeness and WOM inten-
tion is mediated by the conflict level between other-protection and self-image
protection motivations.

1.2.3 The Moderating Effect of Merchant Responsibility

Consumption failures can make purchasers feel frustrated and perceive them-
selves as having made unwise decisions, damaging self-image. However, con-
sumption failures may also result from merchant recommendations. Since mer-
chant recommendations are common marketing practices, examining how mer-
chant responsibility influences the relationship between closeness and WOM in-
tention has important practical significance. This study proposes that merchant
responsibility for purchase failure moderates the U-shaped relationship between
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closeness and WOM intention. Specifically, compared to low merchant respon-
sibility, when unsatisfactory outcomes are primarily caused by merchants (e.g.,
through excessive marketing), consumers attribute failure to merchant error
rather than their own decision-making mistakes. Consequently, discussing the
negative experience will not affect self-image, weakening self-image protection
motivation (He et al., 2019; Kelley & Michela, 1980). Meanwhile, when mer-
chants bear high responsibility for failure outcomes, consumers become more
angry and develop stronger other-protection motivation, wanting to publicize
product or service defects to help others avoid pitfalls (Bougie et al., 2003; Gel-
brich, 2010). Therefore, this study predicts that when merchants bear high
responsibility for failure outcomes and consumers face moderately close tar-
gets, consumers’ self-image protection motivation weakens, motivation conflict
decreases, and WOM intention no longer shows a U-shaped relationship with
closeness. Thus, this study proposes:

Hypothesis 3: Merchant responsibility moderates the U-shaped relationship
between closeness and WOM intention. The U-shaped relationship exists under
low merchant responsibility; under high merchant responsibility, WOM inten-
tion increases linearly with closeness.

[Figure 1: see original paper| presents the research model:
Figure 1. Research Model

This study tests these hypotheses through six experiments: Experiment 1 uses
consumption failure (hotel service) as stimulus material to verify Hypothesis
1. Experiment 2 and Supplementary Experiment 1 use product failure (smart-
phone, electric vehicle) as stimulus material and change the closeness manip-
ulation to replicate Hypothesis 2. Experiment 3 uses consumption failure (ac-
commodation service) as stimulus material and changes the social context from
WeChat group chat to face-to-face conversation in an airport waiting room to
compare results across communication contexts. Additionally, a cross-cultural
experiment (Supplementary Experiment 2) explores whether the U-shaped rela-
tionship between closeness and WOM intention differs across cultural contexts.
Experiment 4 uses consumption failure (private custom tour) as stimulus mate-
rial to verify Hypothesis 3 while further expanding the social context from online
to offline. All domestic samples were recruited from a professional survey web-
site (Credamo) to complete online questionnaires, while foreign samples were
recruited from another professional survey website (Prolific). Participants re-
ceived corresponding compensation after completing experiments. Domestic par-
ticipants were all from mainland China, aged 18-60, while foreign participants
were from the UK and US, aged 18-55, with relatively balanced income levels
and occupations, generally representing mainstream consumer groups. Consid-
ering that low engagement and attention during online questionnaire completion
might affect data quality, experiments set minimum completion time limits and
attention check questions as screening rules. All experiments were completed
between May 2022 and September 2022. Sample statistics for all experiments
(age, income, occupation, and gender) are presented in Table 1 in the Appendix.
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Experiment 1

Experiment 1 aims to verify the U-shaped relationship between closeness and
WOM intention (Hypothesis 1). Using G*Power (Faul et al., 2009), with signif-
icance level a set at 0.05 and effect size f = 0.3, a minimum of 111 participants
were required to achieve statistical power of 1—3 = 0.8. This experiment col-
lected 143 valid questionnaires, including 53 males (37.1%), with an average age
of 28.65.

Experiment 1 employed a single-factor three-level between-subjects design, with
all participants randomly assigned to three closeness groups (closeness: low
vs. medium vs. high). Experimental materials asked participants to imagine
experiencing poor hotel service and having an opportunity to share this experi-
ence with others; materials differed only in closeness manipulation statements.
WeChat was chosen as the social context for two reasons: first, as China’ s
largest social platform, participants are highly familiar with it; second, WeChat’
s social network simultaneously includes low-, medium-, and high-closeness con-
tacts, allowing closeness manipulation through minor textual modifications with
minimal extraneous variable interference. Detailed experimental materials are
presented in Table 2 in the Appendix.

After carefully reading the hotel consumption failure scenario, participants
viewed information about a low/medium/high-closeness WeChat group on a
separate page: low closeness was a community chat group of local strangers,
medium closeness was a casual chat group of ordinary colleagues, and high
closeness was a chat group of close friends. Participants then reported their
WOM intention using two items ( “I am very willing to talk to them about this
unsatisfactory hotel service,” “The likelihood that I would talk to them about
this unsatisfactory hotel service is very high,” 9-point Likert scale, r = 0.96)
(Leung et al., 2015).

Following these measures, participants completed 9-point scale assessments of
perceived closeness and service satisfaction. Perceived closeness was measured
with the item: “How close do you think your relationship is with strangers in
the community chat group/ordinary colleagues in the colleague chat group/close
friends in the close friend chat group?” (1 = “not close at all,” 9 = “very close”
) (Dubois et al., 2016). Satisfaction was measured with: “How satisfied are you
with this hotel stay?” (1 = “very dissatisfied,”9 = “very satisfied” ). Subsequent
experiments used identical measurement approaches for these three variables.
Finally, participants reported demographic variables.

2.2 Results

(1) Manipulation Check

One-way ANOVA results showed significant differences in closeness perception
across the three groups (F(2, 140) = 134.24, p < 0.001, 2 = 0.657). Com-
pared to the medium-closeness group (M_ {medium} = 4.46, SD = 1.50), the
low-closeness group was significantly lower (M_ {low} = 3.68, SD = 1.63, p <

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202303.00159 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202303.00159

ChinaRxiv [$X]

0.001) and the high-closeness group was significantly higher (M_ {high} = 7.98,
SD = 0.84, p < 0.001), indicating successful manipulation. Additionally, satis-
faction did not differ significantly across groups (F(2, 140) = 2.79, p = 0.065),
confirming that satisfaction did not cause between-group differences in other
variables.

(2) Main Effect Analysis

One-way ANOVA indicated that closeness (coded: low = 1, medium = 2, high
= 3) had a significant quadratic effect on WOM intention (F(1, 140) = 69.20, p
< 0.001) and a significant linear effect (F(1, 140) = 8.58, p = 0.004). Contrast
analysis revealed that consumers were less willing to spread WOM to medium-
closeness targets (M {medium} = 4.98, SD = 2.07) than to low-closeness tar-
gets (M__{low} = 6.89, SD = 1.72, t(93) = 4.91, p < 0.001) and high-closeness
targets (M__{high} = 7.88, SD = 0.89, t(94) = -8.92, p < 0.001), as shown in
Figure 2 [Figure 2: see original paper|. The difference between low- and high-
closeness groups was also significant (£(93) = -3.51, p = 0.001), consistent with
previous research. Without considering medium-closeness relationships, the dif-
ference between high- and low-closeness groups might be interpreted as a simple
linear relationship. However, this study focuses on the U-shaped relationship
between closeness and WOM intention; therefore, subsequent analyses report
the U-shaped relationship without showing comparisons between low- and high-
closeness groups.

Figure 2. WOM Intention Across Different Closeness Levels (Exper-
iment 1)

To further verify that the relationship between closeness and WOM intention is
U-shaped rather than another non-linear form, this experiment followed Lind &
Mehlum’ s (2010) standards for U-shaped tests. Using the “ERegl.0” plugin in
SPSS 26.0, principal component regression analysis was conducted with close-
ness as the independent variable and WOM intention as the dependent variable
to test the quadratic effect. Results showed that the linear term of closeness was
negative and significant (8 = -9.13, p < 0.001), the squared term was positive
and significant (8 = 2.41, p < 0.001), the inflection point was at 1.90 (95% CI
= [1.8162, 1.9673], excluding 0), and slope signs at endpoint values were oppo-
site (range: -3.41 ~ 4.46), consistent with Hypothesis 1. This confirms that the
U-shaped hypothesis for the effect of closeness on WOM intention is supported.

Experiment 2

Experiment 1 demonstrated a U-shaped relationship between closeness and
WOM intention following consumption failure, with consumers showing higher
WOM intention toward low- and high-closeness targets than moderately close
targets. While previous research has shown that satisfaction affects WOM shar-
ing and valence, Experiment 1 ruled out satisfaction as an alternative explana-
tion. However, Experiment 1 had two limitations: First, the medium-closeness
group used “ordinary colleagues” as the manipulation, but different people may
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interpret colleague relationships differently—for example, some may view ordi-
nary colleagues as potential competitors, and colleague relationships can easily
trigger impression management motivation (Chen & Xie, 2008; Gardner & Mar-
tinko, 1988). Thus, Experiment 1’ s results might be explained by these factors.
Second, Experiment 1 used a hotel consumption failure scenario, leaving the
hypothesis unverified in physical product purchase contexts. Therefore, Experi-
ment 2 adopts a new closeness manipulation and consumption context to further
verify the U-shaped relationship and reveal the underlying mechanism.

3.1 Experimental Design

Compared to Experiment 1, Experiment 2 describes medium-closeness targets
as casual friends and uses product failure as stimulus material to reduce ex-
traneous variable interference. G*Power calculations indicated a minimum of
111 participants were required. Experiment 2 collected 155 valid questionnaires,
including 60 males (38.7%), with an average age of 30.08.

Experiment 2 used a single-factor three-level between-subjects design (close-
ness: low vs. medium vs. high), with participants randomly assigned to three
groups. The stimulus material involved a poorly performing smartphone pur-
chase. Experiment 2 replicated Hypothesis 1 with changed stimulus material
and manipulation method to reduce extraneous interference. Additionally, Ex-
periment 2 focused on examining the mediating effect of motivation conflict in
the relationship between closeness and WOM intention to verify Hypothesis 2.
The medium-closeness manipulation differed from Experiment 1, changing from
“ordinary colleagues” to “casual friends,” described as: “In your WeChat group
chat, there is a casual friend chat group composed of acquaintances who are not
very familiar, where people communicate regularly.”

Experiment 2’ s procedure and variable measurement methods were essentially
identical to Experiment 1, except that after measuring WOM intention, items
measuring other-protection motivation (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004) and self-
image protection motivation (White & Peloza, 2009) were added. Participants
rated their agreement with four statements for each motivation on a 9-point
Likert scale: other-protection motivation included items such as “Because I
want to warn them this is a bad product” and “Because I want to protect them
from having the same experience” (o = 0.91); self-image protection motivation
included items such as “Because I want to show my good side” and “Because
I care whether they have a positive impression of me” (o = 0.85).

3.2 Descriptive Statistics

For intuitive and concise data presentation, descriptive statistics for Experiment
2 variables are consolidated in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Experiment 2
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Variable Low Closeness Medium Closeness High Closeness

Closeness 3.65 (1.60) 6.28 (1.72) 7.10 (1.42)
Manipula-

tion Check

Other- 4.62 (1.77) 5.70 (1.48) 6.75 (5.46)
Protection

Motivation

Self-Image  10.83 (5.25) 5.24 (1.73) 6.36 (2.01)
Protection

Motivation

Motivation  7.56 (1.13) 7.61 (0.77) 4.07 (1.26)
Conflict

Level

WOM 4.61 (3.89) 7.54 (0.92) 7.85 (0.78)
Intention

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses

3.3 Results

(1) Manipulation Check

One-way ANOVA results showed significant differences in closeness perception
across the three groups (F(2, 152) = 117.37, p < 0.001, 2 = 0.607). The low-
closeness group was significantly lower (p < 0.001) and the high-closeness group
significantly higher (p < 0.001) than the medium-closeness group, indicating
successful manipulation.

(2) Main Effect Analysis

One-way ANOVA results showed that closeness had a significant quadratic effect
on WOM intention (F(1, 152) = 38.96, p < 0.001) and a significant linear effect
(F(1, 152) = 13.40, p < 0.001). Post-hoc contrasts revealed that consumers were
less willing to spread WOM to medium-closeness targets than to low-closeness
targets (t(102) = 3.07, p = 0.003) and high-closeness targets (t(102) = -8.43, p
< 0.001).

(3) Mediation Analysis

MANOVA results showed that closeness significantly affected both other-
protection motivation (F(2, 152) = 12.46, p < 0.001, 2 = 0.141) and self-image
protection motivation (F(2, 152) = 15.58, p < 0.001, 2 = 0.170). Two
contrast analyses examined within- and between-group differences in these
motivations. First, paired t-tests within each closeness level revealed that the
medium-closeness group showed similar levels of other-protection and self-image
protection motivations (t(52) = 1.63, p = 0.11), while low-closeness (t(50) =
16.78, p < 0.001) and high-closeness (t(50) = 7.90, p < 0.001) groups showed
stronger other-protection than self-image protection motivation. These results
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confirm that when facing medium-closeness targets, consumers’ two motivations
are at similar levels, whereas low- and high-closeness targets elicit dominant
other-protection motivation. Second, between-group comparisons showed that
the medium-closeness group had stronger self-image protection motivation
than the low-closeness (t(102) = -3.40, p = 0.001) and high-closeness (t(102)
= 6.02, p < 0.001) groups, but weaker other-protection motivation than the
low-closeness (t(102) = 2.64, p = 0.009) and high-closeness (t(102) = -5.04, p
< 0.001) groups.

Drawing on attitudinal ambivalence and motivational conflict literature, this
study uses the SIM model (T = 3xC —D; Priester & Petty, 1996; Yan et al.,
2021) to calculate the proposed aggregated mediating variable—motivation con-
flict level—where T represents motivation conflict, D is the dominant motivation,
and C is the conflicting motivation. As previously analyzed, other-protection
motivation is dominant and self-image protection motivation is conflicting. One-
way ANOVA on motivation conflict scores showed that closeness had a signifi-
cant quadratic effect (F(1, 152) = 38.11, p < 0.001) and linear effect (F(1, 152)
=4.81, p=0.03). As expected, medium closeness generated stronger motivation
conflict than low closeness (t(102) = -3.88, p < 0.001) and high closeness (t(102)
= 6.84, p < 0.001). Figure 3 [Figure 3: see original paper]| illustrates the effects
of closeness on other-protection motivation, self-image protection motivation,
and motivation conflict level.

Figure 3. Two Motivations and Motivation Conflict Level Across
Different Closeness (Experiment 2)

To further test whether the conflict between other-protection and self-image
protection motivations mediates the above effects, this experiment conducted
multicategorical mediation analysis using PROCESS Bootstrap Model 4 (Hayes,
2013) with 5,000 resamples. The model included two dummy variables for the
three closeness levels (with medium closeness as reference: D1: low = 1, medium
= 0, high = 0; D2: low = 0, medium = 0, high = 1) as independent variables,
motivation conflict level as mediator, and WOM intention as dependent vari-
able. Indirect effects showed that differences between medium and low closeness
(D1) on WOM intention were mediated by motivation conflict level (8 = 0.52,
SE = 0.18, 95% CI = [0.2047, 0.9109], excluding 0). Thus, consumers facing
medium-closeness targets experienced stronger motivation conflict than those
facing low-closeness targets, resulting in lower WOM intention. Similarly, dif-
ferences between high and medium closeness (D2) were also mediated by moti-
vation conflict level (8 = 0.79, SE = 0.20, 95% CI = [0.4139, 1.2046], excluding
0). Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Experiment 2

Using different stimulus materials and manipulation methods from Experiment
1, Experiment 2 again demonstrated the U-shaped change in consumers’ WOM
intention when facing targets of different closeness relationships after experi-
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encing consumption failure. It also verified the mediating effect of motivation
conflict level, supporting Hypothesis 2. This finding indicates that compared
to low- and high-closeness targets, consumers experience the strongest self-
image protection motivation when facing medium-closeness targets, creating
the greatest conflict with the dominant other-protection motivation and gener-
ating strong tension. This internal conflict makes consumers unwilling to share
service (product) information, resulting in the lowest WOM intention toward
medium-closeness targets. Additionally, to rule out effects of different product
price elasticities, a supplementary experiment was conducted after Experiment
2, replacing the smartphone with an electric vehicle. This supplementary ex-
periment collected 180 valid questionnaires, including 68 males (37.8%), with
an average age of 30.21. Results were consistent with Experiment 2: consumers
were less willing to spread WOM to medium-closeness targets (M {medium}
= 5.03) than to low-closeness (M__{low} = 6.54, p < 0.001) and high-closeness
targets (M_ {high} = 7.86, p < 0.001), with the U-shaped relationship remain-
ing robust. Motivation conflict level continued to mediate the effect: differences
between medium and low closeness (D1) were mediated by motivation conflict
level (8 = 0.52, SE = 0.18, 95% CI = [0.2047, 0.9109], excluding 0), as were
differences between high and medium closeness (D2) (8 = 0.79, SE = 0.20, 95%
CI = [0.4139, 1.2046], excluding 0). This effectively ruled out price as an extra-
neous variable, increasing the robustness and external validity of the results.

4.1 Experimental Design

Although the first three experiments replicated Hypotheses 1 and 2 by changing
manipulation methods, stimulus materials, and product types, all used WeChat
as the communication tool. Considering that online communication is only one
form of WOM, with much WOM occurring offline, Experiment 3 shifted the so-
cial context to encountering strangers/casual friends/close friends while waiting
for a flight and sharing accommodation experiences during casual conversation.
This scenario offers several advantages. First, airports provide opportunities
to encounter targets of different closeness levels, making the independent vari-
able relatively easy and clean to manipulate. Second, waiting for flights typ-
ically involves ample free time, creating opportunities for casual conversation
and sharing shopping experiences. Finally, using dissatisfaction with a recently
completed hotel stay as stimulus material provides a natural conversation topic
that makes the interaction more reasonable and authentic. G*Power calcula-
tions indicated a minimum of 111 participants were required. This experiment
collected 126 valid questionnaires, including 47 males (37.3%), with an average
age of 29.49.

Experiment 3 used a single-factor three-level between-subjects design (closeness:
low vs. medium vs. high). The stimulus material described an unsatisfactory
hotel stay, similar to Experiment 1 (details in Appendix Table 2). After reading
the same stimulus material, participants in different groups randomly saw the
text: “After your trip, you take a flight home. In the waiting room, you
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encounter a stranger/casual friend/close friend. To pass the time, you strike
up a casual conversation.” Participants then answered related questions based
on their genuine feelings. Experiment 3’ s procedure was otherwise identical to
previous experiments.

4.2 Descriptive Statistics

For intuitive and concise data presentation, descriptive statistics for key vari-
ables in Experiment 3 are consolidated in Table 2.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Experiment 3

Variable Low Closeness Medium Closeness High Closeness

Closeness 4.07 (1.54) 7.03 (0.88) 7.54 (3.75)
Manipula-

tion Check

Other- 4.86 (1.20) 7.54 (3.75) 6.71 (1.28)
Protection

Motivation

Self-Image  4.76 (1.11) 5.87 (2.00) 5.98 (1.28)
Protection

Motivation

Motivation — 12.05 (5.28) 5.28 (1.70) 8.28 (0.73)
Conflict

Level

WOM 7.67 (1.17) 4.42 (1.67) 5.59 (5.34)

Intention

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses

4.3 Results

One-way ANOVA results showed significant differences in closeness perception
across the three groups (F(2, 123) = 157.87, p < 0.001, 2 = 0.720). The low-
closeness group was significantly lower (p = 0.02) and the high-closeness group
significantly higher (p < 0.001) than the medium-closeness group, indicating
successful manipulation.

(2) Main Effect Analysis

One-way ANOVA showed that closeness had a significant quadratic effect on
WOM intention (F(1, 123) = 55.29, p < 0.001) and a significant linear effect
(F(1, 123) = 13.05, p < 0.001). Contrast analysis revealed that consumers were
less willing to spread WOM to medium-closeness targets than to low-closeness
targets (t(81) = 4.35, p < 0.001) and high-closeness targets (t(82) = -7.94, p <
0.001).
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(3) Mediation Analysis

MANOVA results showed that closeness significantly affected both other-
protection motivation (F(2, 123) = 17.04, p < 0.001, 2 = 0.217) and self-image
protection motivation (F(2, 123) = 13.66, p < 0.001, ? = 0.182). Two contrast
analyses examined within- and between-group differences. First, paired t-tests
within each closeness level revealed that the medium-closeness group showed
similar levels of other-protection and self-image protection motivations (t(40)
= -0.23, p = 0.82), while low-closeness (t(41) = 9.25, p < 0.001) and high-
closeness (t(42) = 9.68, p < 0.001) groups showed stronger other-protection
than self-image protection motivation. Between-group comparisons showed
that the medium-closeness group had stronger self-image protection motivation
than the low-closeness (t(81) = -4.10, p = 0.001) and high-closeness (t(82)
= 4.78, p < 0.001) groups, but weaker other-protection motivation than the
low-closeness (t(81) = 3.42, p = 0.001) and high-closeness (t(82) = -5.05, p <
0.001) groups.

One-way ANOVA on motivation conflict scores showed that closeness had a
significant quadratic effect (F(1, 123) = 35.51, p < 0.001) but not a signifi-
cant linear effect (F(1, 123) = 3.46, p = 0.07). Medium closeness generated
stronger motivation conflict than low closeness (t(81) = -4.50, p < 0.001) and
high closeness (£(82) = 5.58, p < 0.001).

Multicategorical mediation analysis was conducted. Indirect effects showed that
differences between medium and low closeness (D1) on WOM intention were
mediated by motivation conflict level (8 = 0.71, SE = 0.22, 95% CI = [0.3312,
1.2023], excluding 0). Thus, consumers facing medium-closeness targets experi-
enced stronger motivation conflict than those facing low-closeness targets, result-
ing in lower WOM intention. Similarly, differences between high and medium
closeness (D2) were mediated by motivation conflict level (8 = 1.02, SE = 0.27,
95% CI = [0.5391, 1.5895], excluding 0). Therefore, Hypotheses 1 and 2 were
again supported.

Experiment 3

Experiment 3 shifted the social context from online to offline face-to-face conver-
sation in an airport waiting room, designing a more natural and realistic commu-
nication scenario that again verified the U-shaped relationship between closeness
and WOM intention and the mediating effect of motivation conflict level. The
conflict between self-image protection and other-protection motivations reflects
humans’ simultaneous possession of egoistic and altruistic motivations (Hoffman,
1976), suggesting a certain universality to this conflict. Meanwhile, the offline
context enhanced situational naturalness, expanding the experiment’ s exter-
nal validity and the study’ s contributions. Next, this research examines the
moderating effect of merchant responsibility to further reveal the internal mech-
anism and boundary conditions of the closeness-WOM intention relationship,
providing practical recommendations for marketing.
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Experiment 4

Experiment 4 aims to test the moderating effect of merchant responsibility
(Hypothesis 3) while changing the offline communication context and further
demonstrating the study’ s generalizability. Using G*Power (Faul et al., 2009)
with significance level « set at 0.05 and effect size f = 0.3, a minimum of 111
participants were required to achieve statistical power of 1—3 = 0.8. In practice,
298 adult participants from mainland China completed Experiment 4, including
121 males (40.6%), with an average age of 29.40. This experiment used a 3
(closeness: low vs. medium vs. high) x 2 (merchant responsibility: low vs. high)
between-subjects design, with all participants randomly assigned to six groups.

The stimulus material described a private custom tour service, with manipula-
tions of both closeness and merchant responsibility (details in Appendix Table
2). All experimental groups were consistent except for manipulation variables.

After carefully reading the stimulus and manipulation materials, participants
completed measures of WOM intention, self-image protection motivation, other-
protection motivation, perceived closeness, satisfaction, and perceived merchant
responsibility. Merchant responsibility was measured with a 9-point scale item:
“How much responsibility do you think the travel agency bears for your choice
of an unsatisfactory travel route?” (1 = “travel agency bears no responsibility,”
9 = “travel agency bears all responsibility” ). Other variables were measured
identically to Experiment 2. Finally, participants reported demographic vari-
ables.

5.2 Results

(1) Descriptive Statistics
Table 3 presents means and standard deviations for each measurement variable
across manipulation groups.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Experiment 4

Variable Low Closeness Medium Closeness High Closeness

Merchant

Low

Responsi-

bility

Closeness 3.96 (1.78) 5.54 (1.96) 7.70 (1.11)
Manipula-

tion Check

Merchant 4.40 (1.23) 4.78 (1.28) 5.40 (1.84)
Responsibil-

ity

Manipula-

tion Check
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Variable

Low Closeness

Medium Closeness

High Closeness

Other-
Protection
Motivation
Self-ITmage
Protection
Motivation
Motivation
Conflict
Level
WOM
Intention
Merchant
High
Responsi-
bility
Closeness
Manipula-
tion Check
Merchant
Responsibil-
ity
Manipula-
tion Check
Other-
Protection
Motivation
Self-ITmage
Protection
Motivation
Motivation
Conflict
Level
WOM

Intention

7.03 (0.88)

4.93 (1.52)

7.35 (4.16)

6.87 (1.14)

3.54 (1.80)

5.99 (1.77)

7.04 (1.08)

5.96 (1.38)

6.80 (5.47)

7.18 (0.89)

7.62 (1.05)

4.93 (1.45)

11.90 (5.02)

4.93 (1.65)

5.54 (1.96)

7.27 (1.27)

7.44 (0.96)

4.69 (1.70)

5.44 (4.41)

7.22 (1.12)

7.44 (0.96)

7AT (4.84)

7.35 (4.16)

7.82 (0.92)

7.70 (1.11)

7.71 (0.81)

7.78 (0.77)

4.38 (1.45)

4.47 (4.69)

8.11 (0.78)

Note: Standard deviations in parentheses

(2) Manipulation Checks

One-way ANOVA showed significant differences in closeness perception across
closeness groups (F(2, 295) = 249.91, p < 0.001, 2 = 0.629). The low-closeness
group was significantly lower (p < 0.001) and the high-closeness group signifi-
cantly higher (p < 0.001) than the medium-closeness group. Merchant respon-
sibility perception also differed significantly across responsibility groups (F(1,
296) = 143.00, p < 0.001, 2 = 0.326). Both manipulations were successful.
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Satisfaction did not differ significantly across groups (F(2, 295) = 0.71, p =
0.49).

(3) Interaction Effect Analysis

A 3 (closeness: low vs. medium vs. high) x 2 (merchant responsibility: low
vs. high) ANOVA on WOM intention revealed a significant interaction (F(2,
292) = 27.61, p < 0.001). Decomposing the interaction, under low merchant re-
sponsibility, closeness significantly affected WOM intention (F(2, 145) = 70.85,
p < 0.001); under high merchant responsibility, closeness also significantly af-
fected WOM intention (F(2, 147) = 15.68, p < 0.001). Under low merchant
responsibility, closeness had a significant quadratic effect (F(1, 145) = 125.94,
p < 0.001) and linear effect (F(1, 145) = 15.75, p < 0.001) on WOM intention.
Under high merchant responsibility, closeness had a significant quadratic effect
(F(1, 147) = 6.83, p = 0.01) and linear effect (F(1, 147) = 24.53, p < 0.001).

Further simple effects analysis found that in the low merchant responsibility
condition (F(2, 292) = 89.93, p < 0.001), participants’ WOM intention toward
medium-closeness targets was significantly lower than toward low-closeness tar-
gets (p < 0.001) and high-closeness targets (p < 0.001). In the high merchant
responsibility condition (F(2, 292) = 11.51, p < 0.001), participants’ WOM
intention toward medium-closeness targets did not differ significantly from low-
closeness targets but was significantly lower than toward high-closeness targets
(p < 0.001). Results are shown in Figure 4 [Figure 4: see original paper].

Figure 4. Interaction Effect of Closeness and Merchant Responsibility
on WOM Intention (Experiment 4)

These results indicate that when merchants bear low responsibility for consumer
dissatisfaction, WOM intention follows the predicted U-shaped trend in Hypoth-
esis 1. However, when merchants bear high responsibility, the effect of closeness
on WOM intention no longer shows a U-shaped relationship; instead, WOM in-
tention gradually increases with closeness.

(4) Mediation Analysis

Consistent with Experiment 2, this experiment used the SIM model to construct
motivation conflict level (T). A 3 (closeness: low vs. medium vs. high) x 2
(merchant responsibility: low vs. high) ANOVA on motivation conflict level (T)
revealed a significant interaction (F(2, 292) = 7.67, p = 0.001). Decomposing the
interaction, under low merchant responsibility, closeness significantly affected
motivation conflict level (F(2, 145) = 23.53, p < 0.001); under high merchant
respounsibility, closeness also significantly affected motivation conflict level (F(2,
147) = 5.09, p = 0.007). Under low merchant responsibility, closeness had a
significant quadratic effect (F(1, 145) = 42.51, p < 0.001) and linear effect (F(1,
145) = 4.55, p < 0.001) on motivation conflict level. Under high merchant
responsibility, closeness had a significant linear effect (F(1, 147) = 9.02, p =
0.003) but not a significant quadratic effect (F(1, 147) = 1.51, p = 0.29).

Further simple effects analysis revealed that in the low merchant responsibility
condition (F(2, 292) = 23.32, p < 0.001), consumers’ motivation conflict level
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when facing medium-closeness targets was significantly higher than when facing
low-closeness targets (p < 0.001) and high-closeness targets (p = 0.04). In the
high merchant responsibility condition (F(2, 292) = 5.13, p = 0.006), motivation
conflict level when facing medium-closeness targets did not differ significantly
from low-closeness targets (p = 0.57) but was significantly higher than high-
closeness targets (p = 0.02). Results are shown in Figure 5 [Figure 5: see
original paper].

Figure 5. Interaction Effect of Closeness and Merchant Responsibility
on Motivation Conflict Level (Experiment 4)

To retest whether the conflict between other-protection and self-image protec-
tion motivations mediates the interactive effect of closeness and merchant re-
sponsibility on WOM intention, this experiment conducted a two-step analysis.

First, moderated mediation analysis was performed using PROCESS Bootstrap
Model 8 (Hayes, 2013) with 5,000 resamples. Dummy coding (identical to Ex-
periment 2) compared low and high closeness separately against medium close-
ness. Multicategorical analysis (Model 4) was then conducted for high and low
merchant responsibility conditions to simultaneously compare medium closeness
with low and high closeness. As expected, a significant moderated mediation
effect emerged (5 = -0.38, SE = 0.15, 95% CI = [-0.6980, -0.1157], excluding
0). Indirect effect analysis showed that differences between medium and low
closeness (8 = 0.41, SE = 0.12, 95% CI = [0.1987, 0.6587], excluding 0) and
between high and medium closeness (8 = 0.59, SE = 0.14, 95% CI = [0.3364,
0.8937], excluding 0) on WOM intention were explained by motivation conflict
level under low merchant responsibility. However, under high merchant respon-
sibility, the mediating effect of motivation conflict level between low-medium
closeness groups was not significant (8 = -0.05, SE = 0.09, 95% CI = [-0.2295,
0.1301], including 0). Multicategorical analysis then examined mediation ef-
fects and WOM intention across the three groups. As shown in Figure 6 [Figure
6: see original paper], for the low merchant responsibility condition, indirect
effect analysis indicated that motivation conflict level explained differences be-
tween medium and low closeness (D1: § = 0.53, SE = 0.16, 95% CI = [0.2384,
0.8771], excluding 0) and between high and medium closeness (D2: § = 0.77,
SE = 0.20, 95% CI = [0.4027, 1.2038], excluding 0). Thus, medium closeness
generated stronger motivation conflict than low and high closeness, leading to
lower WOM intention. Similar analysis for the high merchant responsibility
condition showed that while motivation conflict level could explain differences
between high and medium closeness (D2: 5 = 0.15, SE = 0.08, 95% CI = [0.0202,
0.3250], excluding 0), it could not mediate the low-medium closeness difference
(D1: g =-0.04, SE = 0.07, 95% CI = [-0.1604, 0.0888], including 0).

Figure 6. Mediation Analysis for Low Merchant Responsibility Con-
dition (Model 4) (Experiment 4)

Note: ** p < 0.001; ** 0.001 < p < 0.01; * 0.01 < p < 0.05. D1 and D2 are
dummy variables representing the three closeness levels, coded as: D1: low = 1,
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medium = 0, high = 0, comparing low vs. medium closeness while controlling for
high closeness; D2: low = 0, medium = 0, high = 1, comparing high vs. medium
closeness while controlling for low closeness.*

Experiment 4

Experiment 4 changed the closeness manipulation method, shifted the WOM
context from WeChat to offline face-to-face scenarios, and moved from group
to individual targets, again verifying the U-shaped relationship between close-
ness and WOM intention, the mediating effect of motivation conflict level, and
the moderating effect of merchant responsibility, enhancing the study’ s ro-
bustness and external validity. Results show that when merchants bear low
responsibility for consumption failure outcomes, closeness affects WOM inten-
tion through motivation conflict level, resulting in a U-shaped WOM intention
pattern. When merchants bear high responsibility, consumers’ motivation con-
flict level when facing medium-closeness targets decreases, and WOM intention
no longer shows a U-shaped relationship with closeness. This occurs because,
compared to low merchant responsibility, high merchant responsibility situa-
tions elicit stronger other-protection motivation. Additionally, discussing failed
purchases does not make consumers appear unwise, weakening self-image pro-
tection motivation when facing medium-closeness targets, reducing motivation
conflict, and increasing WOM intention.

6.1 Research Conclusions

This study conducted six experiments to explore the effect of closeness on con-
sumers” WOM intention following consumption failures in common online (Ex-
periments 1, 2, and Supplementary Experiment 1) and offline (Experiments 3,
4, and Supplementary Experiment 2) social contexts. Using different stimu-
lus materials, social contexts, and closeness manipulations, the six experiments
ruled out alternative explanations and demonstrated robust results. Specifi-
cally, compared to low- and high-closeness targets, consumers are least willing
to discuss failed consumption experiences with medium-closeness targets, show-
ing a U-shaped relationship between closeness and WOM intention. The conflict
between other-protection and self-image protection motivations explains this dif-
ference: generally, when facing medium-closeness targets, consumers have the
highest face-saving motivation, worrying that discussing failures will damage
their positive image, resulting in high motivation conflict and the lowest WOM
intention. Supplementary Experiment 2 suggests that the U-shaped relation-
ship between closeness and WOM intention may be related to specific Chinese
cultural factors.

Furthermore, to explore theoretical boundaries, Experiment 4 examined
merchant responsibility as a moderator. Results show that when consumers
attribute primary responsibility for failure to merchants, their self-image
protection motivation decreases when facing medium-closeness targets, other-

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202303.00159 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202303.00159

ChinaRxiv [$X]

protection motivation becomes dominant, motivation conflict is low, and WOM
intention increases with closeness, approximating a linear relationship. In
summary, all proposed hypotheses were supported.

6.2 Theoretical Contributions

This study examines the effect of closeness on WOM intention in consumption
failure contexts, contributing to important research areas including WOM com-
munication, social relationships, WOM intention, and existing biases.

(1) Enriching WOM marketing research from a social relationship
perspective. The relationship between satisfaction and WOM is a perennial
research topic in marketing, and WOM intention is an important antecedent
of WOM behavior with significant research value (Dubois et al., 2016). Previ-
ous research has primarily focused on how consumer satisfaction affects WOM
intention and its distribution characteristics in non-social contexts such as tra-
ditional e-commerce platforms, review platforms, or corporate websites (Ander-
son, 1998; Hu et al., 2009, 2017; Han & Anderson, 2020). These studies found
that the satisfaction-WOM intention relationship is typically non-linear, such as
U-shaped (Anderson, 1998) or J-shaped (Hu et al., 2009), suggesting that con-
sumers unwilling to spread WOM are mostly moderately satisfied. This study
examines how closeness affects WOM intention in dissatisfaction situations from
an interpersonal perspective, considering new contexts of social media and so-
cial commerce. It discovers that in medium-closeness situations, consumers are
unwilling to spread WOM, extending previous research contexts and revealing
findings different from earlier studies, thus deepening and improving WOM in-
tention research.

(2) Revealing the U-shaped relationship between closeness and WOM
intention. Previous Western research examined the closeness-WOM relation-
ship using LinkedIn, Facebook, and offline face-to-face contexts, finding a sig-
nificant linear effect: higher closeness leads to stronger other-protection moti-
vation and greater likelihood of spreading negative WOM (Dubois et al., 2016).
This study responds to Dubois et al.” s (2016) call by moving the dependent
variable from WOM behavior to WOM intention. In the Chinese context, it re-
veals a U-shaped relationship between closeness and WOM intention following
consumption failures: at medium closeness, consumers’ self-image protection
and other-protection motivations conflict most strongly, resulting in the lowest
WOM intention.

To explore whether cultural context affects the closeness-WOM intention rela-
tionship, this study added a supplementary experiment recruiting US and UK
participants through Prolific to replicate Experiment 3. This cross-cultural ex-
periment collected 120 valid questionnaires, including 41 males (34.2%), with
an average age of 36.44. One-way ANOVA showed a significant linear effect
of closeness on WOM intention (F(1, 117) = 36.26, p < 0.001). Post-hoc con-
trasts revealed that WOM intention increased with closeness: consumers were
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less willing to spread WOM to low-closeness targets than to medium-closeness
(t(77) = -2.69, p = 0.009) and high-closeness targets (t(79) = -6.63, p < 0.001).
MANOVA showed that closeness significantly affected other-protection motiva-
tion (F(2, 117) = 7.71, p = 0.001, 2 = 0.116) but not self-image protection
motivation (F(2, 117) = 0.22, p = 0.80, 2 = 0.004). Combining medium- and
high-closeness groups, mediation analysis using PROCESS Bootstrap Model 4
(Hayes, 2013) with 5,000 resamples showed that the effect of low vs. high close-
ness on WOM intention was mediated by other-protection motivation (8 = 0.69,
SE = 0.22, 95% CI = [0.2983, 1.1682], excluding 0), while self-image protection
motivation did not mediate (8 = 0.01, SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [-0.0655, 0.0846],
including 0). Cross-cultural results indicate that both other-protection and self-
image protection motivations exist after consumption failures in both Chinese
and Western contexts, but the closeness-WOM intention relationship differs.
This may be due to cultural differences: previous literature has shown that face
concerns are significantly lower in Western than Asian countries (Hu, 1944; Li
et al., 2016). Another possible reason is the diversity of social relationships in
the Chinese context (Hwang, 1987; Jacobs, 1982; Tsui & Farh, 1997; Tsui, Farh
& Xin, 2000; Zhai, 2004).

(3) Revealing different motivations affecting WOM intention in so-
cial contexts. Humans inherently possess egoistic and altruistic motivations
(Hoffman, 1976). Previous research has found that consumer WOM behavior is
influenced by self-enhancement and other-protection motivations (Dubois et al.,
2016; Liu et al., 2021). From this perspective, the two motivations validated in
this study transcend cultural factors of renqing (human sentiment) and mianzi
(face), possessing universality. The two motivations are sometimes compatible
(e.g., sharing tips about a new product can both protect others’ interests and cre-
ate a positive image as a helpful person). However, consumption failure creates
a situation where “you cannot have your cake and eat it too” —the two motiva-
tions point to different behavioral tendencies, with other-protection motivation
encouraging WOM but self-image protection motivation discouraging it. Data
from five experiments show that after consumption failure, other-protection mo-
tivation remains high across all three closeness levels, while self-image protection
motivation values determine WOM intention levels. This indicates that altruis-
tic motivation persists as the dominant external motivation in social relationship
contexts, but once egoistic motivation becomes elevated, the outcome reverses,
suggesting that “self-image protection” under egoistic motivation has a stronger
influence.

(4) Providing a new method for examining bias phenomena in WOM
intention. Scholars have identified purchase bias and reporting bias in online
WOM in traditional non-social contexts, which cause WOM intention to show
J-shaped or U-shaped distributions with satisfaction (Anderson, 1998; Hu et
al., 2009, 2017), demonstrating the complexity of WOM intention. However,
previous research has focused almost exclusively on distribution characteristics
of existing online WOM and their consequences, using econometric models with
existing online WOM (mostly secondary data) to explore the satisfaction-WOM
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intention relationship (Anderson, 1998; Hu et al., 2009, 2017; Han & Anderson,
2020). With these biases present, inferring satisfaction or WOM intention from
existing online WOM is inaccurate and likely suffers from survivorship bias.
Moreover, this approach loses opportunities to understand the true thoughts
of the majority of consumers who do not engage in WOM. Addressing these
limitations, this study constructs a new mediating variable based on conflict
theory and uses experimental methods to test hypotheses, providing a more
comprehensive and accurate approach to studying WOM bias and advancing
this research area.

6.3 Marketing Implications

This research offers implications for marketing personnel responsible for market
research, customer WOM management, social media operations, and market
promotion.

Gain deeper consumer feedback in social contexts. In pure e-commerce
contexts, dissatisfied consumers often reflect their opinions about products and
services through online WOM, making negative WOM an important information
source for understanding genuine consumer feedback. However, in social con-
texts, dissatisfied consumers may become silent when facing medium-closeness
targets, meaning some real problems cannot be effectively identified through on-
line WOM. Therefore, firms should increase channels for understanding genuine
consumer feedback to identify problems early and improve customer satisfaction.

Blindly encouraging online WOM sharing is unadvisable in social
commerce contexts. Managers often assume dissatisfied consumers are al-
ways willing to voice their opinions, while consumers unwilling to post online
reviews are satisfied, and thus employ various methods to encourage reviews
and WOM sharing. This overlooks the complexity of consumer WOM behavior
in social contexts. Based on this study’ s conclusions, marketing managers need
to analyze the environment in which consumers spread WOM. In social environ-
ments, they must consider the closeness between consumers and their audience
before deciding whether and how to encourage WOM sharing for optimal effect.

Provide suggestions for better social marketing implementation. Us-
ing social platforms for corporate image building, product/service promotion,
and customer relationship management represents current and future marketing
trends. Overlapping online and offline social networks create new possibilities
for firms (Chen & Xie, 2008; Donthu et al., 2021). For example, WeChat is cur-
rently China’ s most common and largest social platform, containing complex
networks of family, friends, classmates, colleagues, like-minded online friends,
and strangers. This complex network changes consumer WOM behavior, but few
studies have explored this issue. Therefore, this study helps marketing managers
more clearly understand differences among various relationship groups and how
to appropriately apply relevant mechanisms for marketing promotion, enabling
refined private traffic management. Although this study could not rigorously
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verify findings using crawled secondary data, e-commerce platforms and brand
manufacturers can fully utilize their backend data to capture closeness cues and
more accurately apply these findings in management practice.

Encourage merchants to provide multiple options and appropriate
suggestions during consumer decision-making while avoiding nega-
tive effects of excessive marketing. Experiment 4’ s results show that when
merchants’ strongly recommended services (products) fail, consumers develop
strong complaints and dissatisfaction, attributing failure entirely to merchants.
Although WOM intention remains high even when facing medium-closeness tar-
gets, this greatly increases merchants’ risks and losses. Therefore, merchants
need to clarify their responsibilities and avoid excessive marketing, but can pro-
vide appropriate reference opinions during consumer decision-making, allowing
consumers to compare different products and make choices based on their needs
and preferences, thereby reducing negative consequences of consumption failure.

6.4 Research Limitations and Future Directions

First, experimental manipulation aspects. The first three experiments
all used WeChat as the online social platform to facilitate participants’ immer-
sion and reduce extraneous variable interference, but this limits external valid-
ity. Future research could attempt other platforms or experimental methods
to address this limitation. Additionally, to complement online social context
experiments, Experiments 3 and 4 examined offline social scenarios but used in-
dividuals rather than groups as closeness targets. Future research could further
explore consumers’ WOM intentions when facing different closeness groups in
offline social contexts.

**Second, given that this study reveals the effect of interpersonal closeness on
WOM intention differs from Western findings, this may indicate that precise
classification of interpersonal relationships in the Chinese context better reveals
their inherent complexity. This study defined and manipulated three closeness
targets based on common real-world relationship types, but this classification is
not the only possible approach. How to use more precise classification variables
to achieve better alignment between variable connotation and research phenom-
ena deserves further exploration. Future research could examine the closeness-
WOM behavior relationship using classifications from other dimensions.

**Third, the relationship between self-image protection and other-protection mo-
tivations is complex in reality, sometimes possibly manifesting as maintaining
self-image through altruistic behavior. However, this study primarily consid-
ered common consumption failure scenarios and followed Dubois et al.” s (2016)
simplified approach to motivation classification. Future research could consider
more refined motivation classification methods.

**Fourth, future research could examine other boundary conditions beyond
merchant responsibility, such as failure severity, product popularity (popular
vs. niche products), and consumers’ own face consciousness levels.
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**Fifth, this study used identical experimental scenarios to verify differences be-
tween Chinese and Western (US/UK) contexts in the closeness-WOM intention
relationship. However, due to large differences between Chinese and Western
participants and experimental platforms, this does not constitute rigorous evi-
dence of cultural moderation. Strict, standardized cultural moderation research
remains to be conducted. Additionally, considering the complexity and diversity
of social relationships, whether certain special relationships in Western cultures
might exhibit patterns similar to medium closeness in the Chinese context awaits
future exploration.
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