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The present paper shows that when a person has the experience of giving advice but that advice is not acted

upon, there is a reduced openness to external information. We call this the “referral backfire effect”. We argue

that this referral backfire effect is due to the identity threatening nature of referral failure: the referral back-

fire effect is attenuated (1) when the sender perceives oneself as having low expertise in the particular do-

main of referral and (2) upon self-affirmation. Accordingly, implicit egotism is increased after referral

failure, reflecting the need to bolster the self against threat. Because referral behavior is considered to be

an important predictor of business success, we discuss the implications of our findings for both theory and

practice and sketch future research opportunities.

© 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

“Invite your friends to try Omaha Steaks and we'll throw in a dozen

free burgers. And for every two friends who try us out, we'll send you a

$20 Reward e-Gift Card towards your next purchase of $80 or more.”

This advertising copy shows how Omaha Steaks, a mail order meat

company that is recognized as an innovative marketer, tried to rein-

force and incentivize the natural inclination of consumers to refer

others in line with their own preferences. Imagine an enthusiastic

fan of Omaha Steaks participating in this promotion and recom-

mending the service to her friends. Because she will receive a gift

card for every two friends that follow her referral, she is able to

track the extent to which her referral was successful. However,

what happens to the referrer when it becomes clear that almost

none of these friends have followed the recommendation? Alterna-

tively, consider the following example: imagine your new colleague

asking your advice about the best search system for scientific papers.

You recommend your preferred search system. Later on, you notice

that your colleague still works with a less functional system. Again,

what impact does this revelation have on you when your colleague

does not follow your recommendation?

In this paper, we address the question of whether referral failure

has any consequences for subsequent behavior of the referrer. Al-

though consumers refer others on a daily basis and are stimulated

to do so through company rewards (Ryu & Feick, 2007, Schmitt,

Skiera, & Van den Bulte, 2011), we are not aware of any prior re-

search that addresses the effect of referral failure on the referrer.

However, as referral outcomes become increasingly transparent in

online environments, these outcomes represent an issue of growing

importance.

The existing literature indicates that consumption itself can often

be considered a non-verbal form of identity-expression (Belk, Bahn,

& Mayer, 1982; Reed, 2004; Richins, 1994) and that engaging in refer-

rals makes consumption even more publicly visible (Brown, Barry,

Dacin, & Gunst, 2005; Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler,

2004). Therefore, we propose that referral failure – the situation in

which one's advice is rejected – may in certain circumstances threat-

en consumers' identities. Psychology provides ample evidence that

identity threats motivate consumers to bolster their self-concept

(Dunning, Perie, & Story, 1991; Wentura & Greve, 2005). One way

to bolster the self-concept is to act in a self-determined way

(Blanton & Christie, 2003; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Nail, MacDonald, &

Levy, 2000). We argue that referral failure invokes a need to make

self-determined choices, void of external influence. We call this reluc-

tance to comply with external influences – as triggered by referral

failure – the referral backfire effect. Our studies will demonstrate the

effect and test the underlying process in terms of identity threat.

Whereas the proposed effect is relevant to many research do-

mains, such as social psychology, organizational behavior, or commu-

nications research, it is useful at this point to highlight this work's

contribution to marketing literature, more specifically, in the Word

of Mouth (WOM) domain. To the best of our knowledge, research

on WOM behavior has focused on the existence and implications of

referrals but has never empirically investigated the outcome of
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referral behavior on the referrer. Studies on WOM in an offline (East,

Hammond, & Lomax, 2008; Laczniak, DeCarlo, & Ramaswami, 2001)

and online environment (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008; Hennig-Thurau &

Walsh, 2003) have especially focused on identifying and targeting

consumers with a larger-than-average impact on the spread of infor-

mation. Spreading consumer information is not reserved for an elite

group of knowledgeable market mavens (Feick & Price, 1987) or in-

fluential opinion leaders (Rogers & Cartano, 1962). The ordinary con-

sumer also engages in several conversations about brands and

products every day (Keller, 2007), and her joint impact on spreading

consumer information is, according to several researchers, of no less-

er importance than the impacts of the aforementioned elite (Godes &

Mayzlin, 2009; Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot, & Scott, 2007; Watts & Dodds,

2007). The current project opens a new dimension in WOM research

by focusing on the impact of this referral behavior on the sender's

subsequent behavior, rather than on the receiver's.

2. Referral failure as identity threat

Referral behavior has at least two important features that connect

it to consumer identity. Referral behavior reveals information about

the adviser's product preferences and opinions. Because many

consumption decisions reflect a consumer's identity (Escalas &

Bettman, 2005), information about these decisions will also reflect

that identity. Additionally, referral behavior subjects this information

with all of its potential identity implications to public scrutiny be-

cause referral behavior offers the listener the opportunity to ignore

or reject the information. Indeed, self-disclosure is perceived to be

risky in general (Olivero & Lunt, 2004). In accordance with this con-

ceptual analysis, the literature suggests that one important driver be-

hind referral behavior is the motivation to maintain and enhance a

positive self-concept, e.g., to demonstrate to others that one is an in-

telligent shopper or to reduce anxiety stemming from a negative con-

sumer experience (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Sundaram, Mitra, &

Webster, 1998). By conducting in-depth interviews, Dichter (1966)

found that 24% of the 352 investigated (positive) referrals were ex-

plicitly driven by self-confirmation motives, including confirmation

of one's judgment capacity or asserting status. Additionally, it is not

unlikely that a substantial number of the referrals explicitly attribut-

ed to other reasons (product-, other-, or message-related reasons;

Dichter, 1966), were also partially motivated by self-confirmation.

Furthermore, Von Wangenheim (2005) found that switching brands

might result in a negative WOM review of the initial choice to

self-justify inconsistency demonstrated by the switch. Given that re-

ferral behavior is often motivated behavior, referral failure may be

painful, which is a conclusion for which Dichter (1966) found some

anecdotal support. Specifically, the link between consumption and

the self-concept or identity suggests that referral failure may threaten

the referrer's identity.

Identity threat has numerous well-established effects on behav-

ior. For instance, it has been shown that consumers selectively

focus on information that bolsters their self-beliefs when their iden-

tity is threatened (Dunning et al., 1991; Wentura & Greve, 2005),

that they also choose products that support their self-concept (Gao,

Wheeler, & Shiv, 2009), and, finally, that they becomemore motivat-

ed to firmly advocate their threatened self-beliefs (Gal & Rucker,

2010). Because referral failure implicitly questions consumers' abili-

ties to make adequate consumer decisions, any such failure will sub-

sequently activate the goal to restore this self-belief. Building on

self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), we argue that reduc-

ing reliance on external information during decision-making can re-

store this self-belief. Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985)

distinguishes between several motivational states, two of which

are relevant for our argument. First, a behavior is controlled when

others partially control one's intentional behavior (e.g., when some-

one buys a product because a salesman is pushy or because he or she

hopes it will make them blend in with a reference group). In this

state, the actor is subject to external influences. In contrast, a behav-

ior is self-determined when it reflects the self's true preferences and

autonomous decisions (e.g., when someoneworks hard because they

like the work or when a consumer chooses based on her own needs).

Only in this latter case can decisions be considered unbiased reflec-

tions of the self and relevant for one's self view and, therefore, true

choices (Deci & Ryan, 1987). Based on this distinction found in

self-determination theory, we suggest that restoring one's self-

concept can be achieved only when decisions are made autonomous-

ly and not when one's decision is (partly) the result of external influ-

ence, as is the case in controlled behavior.

We therefore expect that a goal to restore one's self-concept as a

competent decision maker will lead to a decreased likelihood of

complying with external influence. Indeed, existing research men-

tions that noncompliance is used to defend important self-views

(Nail et al., 2000). People even strategically reduce compliance to

signal their identity to others (Berger & Heath, 2007) or shape it for

themselves (Blanton & Christie, 2003). As a result, we propose that

referral failure motivates consumers to discard external influence

during their decision-making. We predict that

H1. Referral failure reduces the referrer's likelihood to comply with

external influence when making decisions.

The theoretical model we put forward implies that this hypothe-

sized referral backfire effect (i.e., H1) may be explained by the iden-

tity threatening nature of referral failure. Prior research showed that

identity threat leads to higher motivation to bolster the self. For ex-

ample, upon perceiving an identity threat, people show a greater lik-

ing for people whose participant number resembles their birthdays

(Jones, Pelham, Carvalho, & Mirenberg, 2004), take up more space

when putting their signature (Rudman, Dohn, & Fairchild, 2007),

and increase their liking for brands and words resembling their

own name (Brendl, Chattopadhyay, Pelham, & Carvallo, 2005;

Jones, Pelham, Mirenberg, & Hetts, 2002). We will measure the

motivation to bolster the self via an implicit egotism measure

(Buhrmester, Blanton, & Swann, 2011; Jones et al., 2002). If referral

failure is threatening to the self, it should invoke the motivation to

bolster the self, which leads to the following hypothesis:

H2. Referral failure increases implicit egotism.

To further investigate the proposed process driving the referral

backfire effect, we turn to moderation designs. We will select two

distinct factors that are believed to have an attenuating impact on

identity threat: first, we focus on consumer knowledge concerning

the specific product domain of the referral, and further below, we

discuss the moderating role of general self-affirmation. Existing lit-

erature indicates that the level of knowledge about a topic is related

to the centrality of that topic to the self (Belk, 1988; Sprott, Czellar, &

Spangenberg, 2009). When applied to referrals, this relationship

means that the centrality of the referral outcome to the referrer's

identity correlates with the referrer's level of knowledge in this do-

main. Furthermore, the personal importance of a specific domain

has been shown to affect the level of self-threat (Boninger,

Krosnick, & Berent, 1995; Sherman & Cohen, 2006). For instance, a

report describing the link between caffeine use and fibrocystic dis-

ease triggers defensive mechanisms only for heavy caffeine con-

sumers for whom the topic is of greater importance (Liberman &

Chaiken, 1992). This result indicates that referral failure can occur

without identity threat, as long as the referral was made in a domain

that is not central to one's identity. We use knowledge of the domain

of referral as a proxy for this centrality. Accordingly, we expect that

H3. The referral backfire effect is stronger for consumers who per-

ceive themselves as more knowledgeable about the product domain

than for consumers who do not.
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Additionally, self-affirmation theory proposes that people can

respond to threats by affirming alternative self-resources unrelated

to the identity threat. This “self-affirmation” can be achieved when

people reflect on important aspects of their life or engage in an activ-

ity that highlights important values, which causes participants to re-

alize that their own self-worth does not depend solely on the aspect

of their identity that is threatened and thereby reduces the need for

self-bolstering (Sherman & Cohen, 2006).

Accordingly, manipulations of self-affirmation (Steele, 1988) have

been used successfully to reduce various effects of potential identity

threats in different domains (Fein & Spencer, 1997; Sherman,

Nelson, & Steele, 2000; Steele & Liu, 1983). If referral failure leads to

avoiding external input because it increases the need to bolster the

self-concept, external support for the self should satisfy this need

and thereby attenuate the referral backfire effect. Therefore, we pro-

pose that

H4. Self-affirmation will attenuate the referral backfire effect.

3. The present studies

The present studies induce referral failure by means of scenario

studies or real decision contexts and measure their effects on subse-

quent decision-making. In particular, the studies examine the extent

to which consumers incorporate external advice in their decisions. In

study 1, we demonstrate the referral backfire effect, showing that the

awareness that others have not followed the participant's advice re-

duces his or her willingness to incorporate unrelated consumer re-

views in decision making. In studies 2–4, we replicate this effect

via different procedures and further elaborate the role played by

identity threat in the referral backfire effect. In study 2, we show

that referral failure is self-threatening. In study 3, evidence is provid-

ed that this effect of referral failure is attenuated for consumers

with low levels of knowledge in the domain of referral. Study 4

shows that the referral backfire effect is also attenuated when the

need for self-bolstering is alleviated by an external manipulation of

self-affirmation subsequent to referral failure. Thus, studies 3 and 4

illustrate important boundary conditions of the effect: the referral back-

fire effect only occurs when referral failure is identity-threatening. Fur-

thermore, study 3 shows that the referral backfire effect is independent

of the match between domain of the referral and domain of the subse-

quent product decision.

3.1. Study 1

We had two aims with this study. First, we wanted to show a re-

lation between referral outcome and subsequent compliance with

external influence (H1). After manipulating the referral outcome in

a first scenario, we measured susceptibility to persuasion by a third

party in a second, seemingly unrelated task. Second, we expected

that referral failure influences subsequent decision making, whereas

referral success does not because consumers nourish positively

biased self-concepts: positive feedback regarding one's self-concept

is smoothly incorporated and does not receive considerable attention

(Dawson, Gilovich, & Regan, 2002; Dunning, 2007; Jain & Maheswaran,

2000). Therefore, we added a control condition in which no referral

was made. We did not expect referral success to influence any depen-

dent measure.

3.1.1. Method

One hundred fifty students at a large European university (50

males and 100 females), aged between 18 and 30, participated in

this experiment in exchange for a participation fee.

3.1.1.1. Manipulation of referral outcome. In a first phase, we manipu-

lated referral outcome by means of a scenario. The participants

were asked to imagine the following:

“You are the son/daughter of the manager of a small movie theater in

your town. This gives you the chance to watch all movies for free and

before all the others. Your friends are aware of this and they frequent-

ly ask you which movies are worthwhile to see. After a while, you no-

tice that your advice is often or always [seldom or never] followed;

they prefer the movies you liked [you did not like].”

In the control condition, the participants received a neutral filler

task of similar length.

3.1.1.2. Measurement of compliance with external influences. We

adapted a procedure used in Fitzsimons and Lehmann (2004), telling

participants that researchers of a food manufacturer were developing

a new granola bar, and they were interested in consumer impressions.

Subsequently, the participants received the descriptions of four poten-

tial granola bar formulations with two different attributes: taste and

calories. Attribute values for each of the four formulations for taste

(1: poor taste, 10: excellent taste) and number of calories were, respec-

tively: A: 7.5, 125; B: 8, 365; C: 9, 220; D: 6, 150. Formulations A and

C are relatively attractive, while formulations B and D are relatively

less attractive (Fitzsimons & Lehmann, 2004). Next, the participants

received reports from an expert magazine (e-health) that strongly

recommended either granola bar A or C (counterbalanced between

participants). After receiving this advice, the participants were asked

to indicate which of 20 different combinations of three granola bars

they would prefer when given the chance to choose three bars

(e.g., “A:1, B:1, C:1, D:0”; “A:2, B:1, C:0, D:0”; “A:0, B:0, C:3, D:0”, …

Fitzsimons& Lehmann, 2004). The participants could either incorporate

this external advice and choose the recommended option or ignore the

external advice by selecting bars that were not recommended.

3.1.2. Results and discussion

To test whether referral outcome (success, failure, control) had an

influence on a participant's compliance with external influence on his

or her choice, we performed an ANOVA with choice of recommended

granola bars (0–3, log-transformed) as the dependent variable and

the Referral Outcome manipulation as the independent variable. The

main effect of the Referral Outcome manipulation was significant

(F(2, 148)=4.79, pb .01). The choice of recommended granola bars

was lower in the referral failure condition (M=.28, SE=.025) than

in either the referral success (M=.36, SE=.025) (t(148)=2.14,

pb .05) or the control conditions (M=.38, SE=.019) (t(148)=3.10,

pb .005). The difference between the latter two conditions was insig-

nificant (t(148)=.67, ns.).

These results imply that experiencing referral failure leads to

lower compliance with external influences in a subsequent choice

compared to referral success or no referral experience at all. Addition-

ally, the referral success condition did not differ from the control con-

dition without a referral.

3.2. Study 2

In the second study, we wanted to replicate our findings with ac-

tual behavior. Moreover, we wanted to test our inference that referral

failure is threatening to the self. When referral failure occurred, we

expected that a need to bolster the self against this threat would

arise. Consequently and in accordance with existing literature about

self-threat, we predicted an increased attachment to anything that

is self-relevant after referral failure. Therefore, the aim of this second

study is twofold: to test whether referral failure leads to increased

implicit egotism (H2) and to replicate the referral backfire effect

with a different procedure as in study 1.
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3.2.1. Method

One hundred sixty seven students at a large European university

(84 males and 83 females), aged between 18 and 25, participated in

this experiment in exchange for course credit.

The participants were told that the experiment was a test case for a

larger project that investigated the viability of a communication network

between two consumer labs via the Internet. The participants were fur-

ther told that the research concerned the fluency of e-communication

when the participants saw each other's picture. To further this cover

story, the participants took a picture using a web camera. In reality,

there was no interaction partner, and the alleged interaction partner's

behavior was preprogrammed. For the remainder of the description of

this study, we use the word “participant” to refer to the actual person

participating in the experiment, and the words “interaction partner”

for the fictitious, preprogrammed person in the other lab.

The actual experiment consisted of two phases. In each phase, the

participants were connected to a different interaction partner. The

gender of the interaction partner was counterbalanced between the

phases and participant's gender to neutralize order and gender ef-

fects. In each round, the participants were asked to choose six product

items (a cell phone, backpack, toothbrush, laptop, ballpoint pen and

yogurt), which had to be selected from sets of three options. All 18

products were displayed as a picture. The participants were told

that to structure the decision, they would be randomly assigned to ei-

ther an adviser role – in which they could indicate their preference

first – or a decider role – in which they had to make the final choice

(for themselves, not for the interaction partner) after the adviser in-

dicated his preference. The participants were further informed that

they would be teamed up with a different interaction partner and

switch roles in the second round. In reality, all participants were

assigned the role of adviser in the first round, during which a manip-

ulation of referral success took place. In the second round, the partic-

ipants were all assigned to the role of decider, which allowed us to

assess the referral backfire effect. In between rounds, we gave every

participant the impression that the new interaction partner was not

ready yet, and we asked them to complete some filler questions and

a poll about which name to choose for the new computer system,

which actually included the implicit egotism measure.

3.2.1.1. Manipulation of referral outcome (phase 1). In the control con-

dition, the interaction partner followed the participant's choice in 5

out of 6 times. In the Referral Failure condition, the interaction part-

ner followed the participant's choice in only 1 out of 6 times. The gen-

der of the interaction partner was counterbalanced across conditions

and participant's gender to neutralize gender effects.

3.2.1.2. Implicit egotism measure. Between phases, we told the partici-

pants that we still needed to decide on a name for the new software

system. The participants were allowed to indicate by means of a

20-point slider between two possible names how much they pre-

ferred one option to another. Importantly, one of the two options

was manipulated such that the first three letters of the name for the

program were the same as those of the first name of the participant.

The suffix of those three letters (“-ano”) and the comparison name

(“Valdamo”) were kept constant. Threats to the self should cause a

higher preference for the name with the same first letters as the

participant's own first name (Jones et al., 2002). Measuring this pref-

erence thus allows us to test whether referral outcome affects implicit

egotism.

3.2.1.3. The referral backfire effect. In the second phase, the interaction

partner always gave the advice to choose the least attractive product

out of the three (determined from pre-testing with 46 participants).

We measured referral backfire by the number of times (0–6) the par-

ticipant did not follow the interaction partner's advice.

3.2.2. Results and discussion

Two effects were found for participants whose advice was not

followed. First, we replicated the referral backfire effect found in

study 1. Upon referral failure, the participants were less likely to fol-

low the advice of the interaction partner (M=2.35, SE=.093) than

in the control condition (M=2.68, SE=.11) (t(165)=2.28, pb .05).

Second, the participants in the referral failure condition showed

more implicit egotism: they preferred the name based on their own

name to the control name (M=10.84, SE=.72) at a higher rate than

participants whose advice had previously been followed (M=8.32,

SE=.70) (t(165)=2.51, pb .05). Additionally, we found these two

dependent measures to be significantly correlated (r=− .18, pb .05),

further cross-validating the referral backfire effect as an instance

of self-bolstering. We found no effects stemming from participant's

gender, interaction-partner gender, or any interaction effect between

these factors and our manipulation in an ANOVA (all Fsb1.5).

The findings of this study provide support for H2 that referral fail-

ure leads to an increase in implicit egotism, thereby providing empir-

ical evidence for the idea that referral failure is threatening to the self.

Moreover, we replicated the findings of study 1 by showing that re-

ferral failure leads to more self-determined behavior. In combination,

these results support our inference that the referral backfire effect

should be understood as an instance of self-bolstering in reaction to

the identity threatening nature of referral failure. In study 3, we aim

to provide further evidence for the role of identity threat in the refer-

ral backfire effect by testing whether the effect is attenuated for con-

sumers with low knowledge levels in the domain of referral.

3.3. Study 3

In this study, we wanted to replicate and combine our previous re-

sults and aimed for two additional contributions. First, we wanted to

provide process evidence by showing that the referral backfire effect

is suppressed when referral failure does not provide an identity

threat. In agreement with existing literature that relates knowledge

levels in a domain to centrality in consumers' self-concepts (Sprott

et al., 2009), we used self-perceived knowledge levels in the domain

of referral (e.g., movies) as a proxy of the threatening nature of refer-

ral failure. We expected that if the sender were unknowledgeable

about the domain of the referral, then referral failure would threaten

the sender's identity less and therefore reduce the referral backfire ef-

fect compared to when the sender is knowledgeable in the domain of

referral. This study effectively provides an important boundary condi-

tion for the referral backfire effect.

The second aim of this study is to show that the referral backfire

effect is not dependent on the match between the domain of referral

and the domain of the subsequent product decision, which agrees

with the self-affirmation literature that predicts non-threat specific

effects of identity threat. In the previous two studies, we focused on

the effect of referral failure on product decisions outside of the do-

main (across domain compensation). However, because there is no

theoretical reason to expect moderation by domain match, this third

study includes data from both within and across domain DVs.

3.3.1. Method

One hundred thirty-seven students at a large European university

(57 males and 80 females), aged between 18 and 29, participated in

this experiment in exchange for a participation fee. For this study, res-

taurants and movies were used as both the domains of referral and

domains within which an external influence was provided. A scenario

similar to the one used in study 1 manipulated referral outcome in an

initial domain (either movies or restaurants), after which popularity

information for items within and outside of this initial domain was

given (for both movies and restaurants). This popularity information

was based on the preferences of a large group of consumers and can

be considered a subtle type of social influence (Nail et al., 2000).
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Therefore, we obtain two measures of compliance with external

influence— one within a domain (e.g., preferences for the most pop-

ular movie after recommending movies), and one across a different

domain (e.g., preferences for the most popular restaurant after

recommending movies).

3.3.1.1. Manipulation of referral outcome. This study used a scenario

similar to the one employed in study 1. Importantly, in addition to

manipulating the referral outcome between participants, we also

manipulated the domain of referral to be either restaurants or

movies. This factor was manipulated between participants and

counterbalanced across referral outcome conditions. First, we asked

participants to think of an acquaintance and to imagine this person

asking them – occasionally – for advice about restaurants [movies].

We then presented participants with a list of six restaurants [movies]

and asked them to recommend one. Next, we presented the remain-

der of this scenario, containing the referral failure manipulation (be-

tween participants):

“One week after recommending this restaurant, you coincidentally

meet your acquaintance at the doorstep of the restaurant you

recommended [a different restaurant than the one you recom-

mended]. From the small conversation that follows, it turns out that

this is not a coincidence: your acquaintance had indeed chosen to

follow up [not follow up] on your referral.”

We asked the participants to imagine this in a vivid way, after

which they answered several filler questionsmeant to provide a ratio-

nale for this scenario. A similar text was used in the movie condition.

3.3.1.2. Measurement of referral backfire. In the measurement phase,

the participants were provided with lists of both restaurants and

movies used in the recommendation phase and were asked to rank

order them according to personal preference. Crucially, prior to rank-

ing, they were given popularity information as a source of external in-

fluence. The participants were told that one restaurant and one movie

had been chosen as best by panels of visitors on relevant review

websites. This approach allowed us to test their compliance with

this external influence by looking at the extent to which these most

popular items were ranked highly. Because the participants had

made a recommendation in one of these two domains before, this

resulted in two DVs, which allowed us to test the referral backfire ef-

fect both within and across domains (e.g., a participant who

recommended a movie in phase one and ranks both movies and res-

taurants in phase two provides a within domain measure for movies

and an across domain measure for restaurants). Measurement of

these two DVs was counterbalanced for order between conditions.

Importantly, because of the rank ordering task, a higher number indi-

cates a weaker attitude towards an item, implying lower compliance

with the external influence. Therefore, a higher number implies a

stronger backfire effect.

3.3.1.3. Knowledgeability. Additionally, we asked the participants to

indicate to what extent they knew about the items of each set they

had been asked to rank order in the measurement phase. A single

item scale, which we will further refer to as “knowledgeability,” be-

tween “not at all” (−5) and “very well” (5) was used to measure this

(Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007;Mobley, Bearden, & Teel, 1988). For analysis

of knowledgeability, it is important to understand that this measure is

matched with the participants' domain of referral: participants that

had recommended a restaurant [movie] in the referral phase, rated

their own knowledgeability about the restaurants [movies] presented.

3.3.2. Results and discussion

We investigated whether the main effect of referral failure on

subsequent compliance with external influence depended on the

knowledgeability of the domain of referral (as a potential moderator

of the threatening nature of referral failure) or match with the

domain of referral failure (i.e., within or across domain evaluation

of items). We conducted a linear mixed model with referral outcome

as a between participants categorical independent variable, domain

knowledgeability as a continuous independentmeasure, and domain

match (i.e., the rank of the externally recommended item within

domain and rank of the externally recommended item across

domain) as within-participants dependent measures.1 We focus on

three aspects of the results: the main effect of referral outcome

(F(1,133)=12,02, pb .005), which replicates the referral backfire ef-

fect; the two-way interaction between knowledgeability and referral

outcome (F(1,133)=5.08, pb .05), which tests the attenuating role

of low knowledgeability on the referral backfire effect; and the

absence of the three-way interaction, (F(1,133)=0.38, ns.), which

shows that the referral backfire effect is insensitive to domainmatch.

To elaborate on the main effect of referral outcome on rank across

and within domain, we conducted contrast tests. First, we found a sig-

nificant effect of referral outcome on ranking across domain: after

referral failure, the participants ranked the recommended item

lower (M=3.39, SE=.19) than after referral success (M=2.84,

SE=.19; t(136)=−2.07, pb .05), which replicates the referral back-

fire effect found in studies 1 and 2. Second, a similar significant effect

occurred within a domain: after referral failure, the participants

ranked the recommended item lower (M=2.99, SE=.18) than after

referral success (M=2.37, SE=.18; t(136)=−2.45, pb .05).

To examine in more detail the two-way interaction between

knowledgeability and referral outcome (see Fig. 1), we conducted

spotlight analysis (Fitzsimons, 2008; Irwin & McClelland, 2001).

At one standard deviation below the mean of knowledgeability,

no significant difference appeared in the ranking of the externally

recommended item between participants in the referral success

condition and those in the referral failure condition (M=2.54 and

M=2.74, respectively; β=.10, SE=.12, t=.84, ns). As hypothesized,

low knowledgeability regarding the domain of referral attenuates the

referral backfire effect. Interestingly, however, the referral backfire

effect occurred at the mean level of knowledgeability (Msuccess=2.61,

Mfailure=3.19, β=.29, SE=.084, t=3.47, pb .001) and at a high

level (one standard deviation above the mean) of knowledgeability

(Msuccess=2.68, Mfailure=3.64, β=.48, SE=.12, t=4.05, pb .001).

For sake of completeness, the mixed model also showed a positive

(r=.248) main effect of knowledgeability (F(1,133)=9.69, pb .005 ),

i.e., knowledgeability generally leads to lower ranking of the recom-

mended item. Additionally, and unrelated to the full model analyzed

above, we found that the participants were less knowledgeable

about local restaurants (M=−1.88, SE=.25) than about movies

(M=1.48, SE=.23; t(136)=−10.50, pb .001).

In previous studies, we took measures to avoid potential alterna-

tive explanations that explained the referral backfire effect in ways

other than the identity threatening nature of referral failure. These

measures largely consisted of separating the phase where referral

failure takes place as much as possible from the phase where external

information is incorporated into a decision or not. Failing to do this

could lead to a game of “tit for tat”, where participants ignore advice

because theirs was also ignored. This failure could also lead to an alter-

native explanation in terms of experimental demand. On a more con-

ceptual level, one could also argue that experiencing referral failure

induces a social norm of independence. All of these arguments make

1 Ranks are not on an interval scale. We conducted a generalized mixed model with

ordinal probit dependent variables, which led to the same conclusions: the main effect

of referral outcome was significant (Wald χ2 (1)=9.00, pb .005), as was the two-way

interaction between knowledgeability and referral outcome (Wald χ2 (1)=4.91,

pb .05). Again, a three-way interaction was absent (Wald χ2 (1)=.24, ns). We pre-

ferred parametric analysis because of its greater flexibility in testing contrasts and

spotlight analyses and because the violations are typically inconsequential (Velleman

& Leland, 1993).
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predictions similar to the referral backfire effect. However, these argu-

ments do not account for the moderation of this effect by knowledge-

ability. Thus, this study not only provides further support for our

hypotheses, but also rules out these potential alternative explanations.

Furthermore, this study provides several preliminary insights into

the nature of threat from referral failure. Because the effect is not

observed under low knowledgeability, it is clear that referral failure

does not call into question the relationship between the sender and

receiver nor the sender's power to influence others. These two expla-

nationswould not be eliminated under low knowledgeability. Referral

failure threatens self-image at the level of competence in decision-

making in the domain of referral.

3.4. Study 4

In study 4, we aimed to provide further evidence for self-bolstering

as the underlyingmechanism for the referral backfire effect. This study

again uses a moderation design. The current study aims to eliminate

threat to self-identity after referral failure and before the subsequent

decision. This study design is in contrast to study 3, which prevented

the threat altogether. If the referral backfire effect relies on a need

to resolve identity-threat, the effect of referral failure should be atten-

uated when an alternative way to bolster the ego is provided. We

asked the participants to evaluate the helpfulness of reviews for a

product in an online store. Based on existing literature (Deutsch &

Gerard, 1955; Nail et al., 2000), we use these reviews as sources of in-

fluence. This approach is in line with the fact that consumers rely

heavily on the opinion of others when making consumer decisions

(Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006). In accordance with previous results, we

expected these evaluations of helpfulness to decrease after referral

failure, as the participants would be more inclined to rely on their

own preferences to make choices and discard external information.

However, in accordance with H4, we expected this effect to disappear

when self-threat comprised by referral failure had been compensated

for by a self-bolstering, positive experience.

3.4.1. Method

Ninety-three participants (62 males and 31 females), aged be-

tween 19 and 28 years, participated in this experiment in exchange

for a participation fee. The participants came to the lab for a

one-hour session that included several studies, of which this study

was first. Four participants reported extreme evaluations of the re-

views and were removed as outliers based on the 3SD criterion (3%).

3.4.1.1. Manipulation of referral outcome. The participants were asked

to choose their favorite out of six movie posters. In the control con-

dition, the participants were told that the study concerned what

factors people take into account when making this sort of choice

and were asked to write a short justification for why they chose

that particular poster. Participants in the referral failure condition

were asked to write the same justification but were also told that

their arguments would be shown to another participant (called

the reviewing participant, which was preprogrammed). The actual

participants were told that the reviewing participant would indi-

cate the degree to which he or she considered switching their favor-

ite poster to the favorite poster of the participant after reading

the justification. For this condition, no information about the iden-

tity of the reviewing participant was revealed. After writing and

submitting their justification, participants in both conditions saw

the favorite poster and the argument of a third, different pre-

programmed participant, who justified his choice for a randomly

picked poster by means of generic arguments. For example, one

such argument was that the poster represented the movie accu-

rately. At that point, the participants were asked to indicate how

likely they were to change their opinion on a 7-point scale (1: “cer-

tainly not” to 7: “certainly”). Because participants in the referral

failure condition had not received feedback on their own prefer-

ences yet, this likelihood did not serve as a dependent variable

but was rather a part of the procedure aimed at making the advice

phase believable. We found no correlation between this switching

likelihood, and subsequent measures (all Fsb1). Afterwards, partic-

ipants in the referral failure condition always received a response

from the (preprogrammed) reviewing participant that he would

be “very unlikely” (2 out of 7) to switch to the participant's choice

after having read the participant's argumentation. Participants in

the control condition did not receive any such feedback. Afterwards,

all participants were told that this task was completed and were

asked to start the next task.

3.4.1.2. Self-affirmation manipulation. After the first phase of the ex-

periment, the participants were asked to perform a writing task that

seemed to be completely unrelated but included the self-affirming

manipulation. We adopted a procedure frequently used in previous

research (e.g., Fein & Spencer, 1997; Sherman et al., 2000). The partic-

ipants were asked to rank a list of 11 values and personal charac-

teristics (e.g., physical attractiveness, being a good friend, financial

success) in order of personal importance. In the self-affirmation con-

dition, the participants wrote a brief essay explaining why their
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top-ranked value was important to them and described a time in their

lives when this value had been particularly useful. In the no-affirmation

condition, the participants wrote about why and when the value they

had ranked seventh in importance could be of importance to the aver-

age college student.

3.4.1.3. Measurement of referral backfire. In this study, the participants

rated the helpfulness of online evaluations in a way similar to what

actually takes place in such online stores as Amazon.com. The partic-

ipants indicated the helpfulness of negative and positive comments

made about a product that – at the time of this study – was little

known among our participants (i.e., the Amazon kindle) by awarding

1 to 5 stars for each specific comment. Consumer reviews should be

considered less helpful when participants are less willing to comply

with external influence.

3.4.2. Results and discussion

A 2 (referral outcome) by 2 (self-affirmation) dimensional design

showed that referral outcome had a significant main effect on the per-

ceived helpfulness of consumer reviews: referral failure (M=3.45,

SE=.25) led to a lower perceived helpfulness than the control con-

dition (M=4.14, SE=.24; F(1,85)=4.03, pb .05). Importantly, this

effect was qualified by a significant interaction effect between refer-

ral outcome and the self-affirmation manipulation (F(1,85)=6.78,

pb .05). As depicted in Fig. 2, only participants in the no-affirmation

condition rated the consumer reviews as less helpful when having

encountered referral failure (M=2.77, SE=.34) compared to the

control condition (M=4.35, SE=.39; t(85)=3.07, pb .005). No referral

backfire effectwas observed in the self-affirmation condition (M=4.13,

SE=.33 in the referral failure condition vs. M=3.93, SE=.31 in the

control condition; t(85)=− .45, ns.). Additionally, participants in the

referral failure condition rated the consumer reviews as more

helpful after self-affirmation (M=4.13, SE=.33) compared to the no-

affirmation condition (M=2.77, SE=.34; t(85)=2.85, pb .01). In the

control condition, self-affirmation had no effect on perceived help-

fulness when comparing the neutral task condition (M=4.35,

SE=.39) with the self-affirmation condition (M=3.93, SE=.31;

t(85)=.86, ns.).

Study 4 conceptually replicated the referral backfire effect with a

different procedure, thereby providing additional evidence for the

process causing the effect. Moreover, study 4 supported H4; that

self-affirming information attenuates the effect of referral failure on

the evaluations of consumer reviews.

4. General discussion

Addressing the effect of referral outcome on the person making

the referral is of growing importance because consumers engage in

referral behavior on a daily basis and are even stimulated by compa-

nies to do so (Ryu & Feick, 2007, Schmitt et al., 2011). Making a refer-

ral is often driven by motivation to maintain and enhance a positive

self-concept (e.g., Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Moreover, engaging

in a referral makes consumer's choices, and therefore her identity, no-

tably visible. This publicity is even more relevant in the online envi-

ronment. Referral failure can thus bring into question not only

consumer's choices but also the view of oneself as a capable choice

maker. We reasoned that consumers are motivated to re-establish

this self-image by making choices that are a direct reflection of

one's capability as a decision maker. Based on self-determination the-

ory, this motivation implies a relative shift from controlled to

self-determined behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985), which we predicted

would make consumers less likely to comply with external sources

of influence. The fact that reduced compliance can be used to bolster

the self is in line with existing literature (Blanton & Christie, 2003;

Nail et al., 2000). Four studies showed that referral failure indeed

reduces the referrer's likelihood to comply with external influence

in subsequent choices. Furthermore, based on the idea that referral

failure is identity-threatening, we provided process evidence and

boundary conditions for this referral backfire effect. Implicit egotism

(reflecting a need to bolster the self) is increased after referral failure

(study 2). Furthermore, the referral backfire effect is attenuated when

the referral topic is not central to the identity of the referrer (study 3)

and is eliminated when the threat is compensated by self-affirmation

(study 4). In addition, the referral backfire effect is independent of the

match between referral domain and the domain of the subsequent

product decision (study 3). Throughout our studies, we rule out

several potential alternative explanations for the referral backfire

effect. Moreover, the results of study 3 allow us to make inferences

concerning the nature of the threat of referral failure. Because our

findings show that the referral backfire effect is attenuated in partic-

ipants with low self-perceived knowledgeability in the domain of

referral, we can conclude that what is under threat is not the relation-

ship between the sender and receiver of information, nor the sender's

power to influence others. Rather, referral failure threatens the idea

that consumers have of themselves as competent decision makers

in the domain of referral. In combination, these studies suggest that

referral failure poses a threat to consumers' identity, which leads
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them to discard external influence in an attempt to restore their

self-images as competent in making consumer choices.

4.1. Theoretical and managerial implications

We believe that our findings extend previous research in several

important ways. First, to the best of our knowledge, we are the first

researchers to acknowledge that the outcome of giving advice to

others might be consequential to the sender of advice, which is a

finding that has implications in many research domains other than

marketing. Although several authors have identified the motivations

involved in giving advice (Dichter, 1966; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004;

Sundaram et al., 1998), no research has investigated what happens

when the needs behind those motivations are not met. Whereas

dominant models of information diffusion often model referral be-

havior (e.g., literature using the Bass diffusion model; Bass, 1969),

they do not seem to assume feedback loops involving the referrers

based on referral outcomes. Our results demonstrate the importance

of considering the potential effects of the referral outcome on the re-

ferrer. These effects are particularly important in models of informa-

tion diffusion or communication models in general. Second, we

provide evidence that the outcome of a referral can be identity-

threatening. Accordingly, we can expect many other behavioral ef-

fects because the existing literature indicates that self-affirmation

in general can be used to cope with identity threats (Steele, 1988).

For instance, it has been shown that identity threat leads to “com-

pensatory” consumption of status goods (Sivanathan & Pettit,

2010). Therefore, senders who incur a referral failure may be subse-

quently more interested in offers that promise to bolster the self,

such as compensatory status consumption or consumption in other

unrelated domains, as long as this consumption helps protect against

or compensate for the identity threat. Third, while previous consum-

er literature has identified reactions to identity threat in terms of

what consumer decisions are made (Gao et al., 2009), we show that

threats can also lead to reactions in how decisions are made. Con-

sumers comply less with external influences on their decision pro-

cesses after experiencing a referral failure.

Fourth, we arrived at our hypothesis about the nature of referral

backfire based on a distinction made in the self-determination liter-

ature between controlled and self-determined behavior (Deci &

Ryan, 1985). Whereas this literature explicitly states that self-

determined choices do not preclude complying with external influ-

ence, as long as one fully identifies with this influence (Chirkov,

Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Ryan, 1993), our results highlight a po-

tential limitation to the independence of self-determination and

compliance. If choice serves to establish competence in choice mak-

ing and thereby restore a self-image, then external influences pro-

hibit choices to be a valid proof of this competence. However, one

could argue that behavior aimed at restoring a self-image after a

threat is caused or controlled by this threat, and therefore such be-

havior is not actually self-determined behavior. Future research in

this domain should determine whether and when self-bolstering is

self-determined or controlled behavior.

We also see important managerial implications of our findings.

First, the potential effects of referral failure on subsequent behavior

calls into question the much-heralded efficacy of WOM (Chevalier

& Mayzlin, 2006; Reichheld, 2003). Considering that consumers

who make referrals are usually the company's most satisfied cus-

tomers (Anderson, 1998), our results reveal the undesirable possibil-

ity that an ill-considered campaign that stimulates WOM might

induce unintended behavioral changes in exactly those most valu-

able customers. It is difficult to predict a priori whether consumers'

discarding of external influence might make them abandon the

product because of referral failure or cling to the product even

more vigorously. Theoretically, both reactions are possible, and fur-

ther research could find circumstances under which either condition

prevails. However, customer development efforts, such as up-selling

or cross-selling, are likely to be compromised in customers less will-

ing to comply with external influences due to prior referral failure.

Such attempts at persuasion might be particularly ineffective if

they are not somehow framed as a support for an initial choice

made by the customer. In other words, a good WOM campaign is

more complicated than merely increasing the Net Promoter Score

(Reichheld, 2003). To arrive at a more complete view of behavioral

changes associated with stimulating word of mouth, a good WOM

campaign should also consider the likelihood of referral failure and

estimate its impact. We may therefore additionally recommend

monitoring not only referral success in referral reward programs

(Ryu & Feick, 2007, Schmitt et al., 2011) but also referral failure.

This approach is potentially even more important because referral

failure might – as previously mentioned – affect the company's

best customers. Interestingly, our findings not only reveal potential

risks in the current practice of stimulating consumer referral, but

also offer methods of addressing consumers facing referral failure.

More specifically, self-affirmation in an unrelated domain can com-

pensate for identity threat caused by referral failure (study 4). In-

deed, highlighting a customer's value to the company, their

contribution or significance in general (e.g., by offering them re-

wards for loyalty) or affirming his or her lifestyle aspects relevant

to the company's offer (e.g., a perfume brand promoting a luxurious

lifestyle) might be exactly the type of self-affirmation such a custom-

er needs.

A final practical observation is that stimulating referrals is often

mentioned as the solution to the declining effectiveness of traditional

advertising methods (Kumar, 2010; Van den Bulte & Wuyts, 2009).

Ironically, referral failures might contribute to that very decline be-

cause consumers facing referral failure might be impelled to make

their own decisions and discard external information in the form of

marketing messages.

4.2. Suggestions for future research

Our studies constitute a first step in answering the question of

how referral outcome affects consumer behavior. Nevertheless, our

research also evokes several questions for future enquiry. Most of

those questions are based on our main contribution: referral outcome

may be consequential for the referrer. However, it is essential that ad-

ditional boundary conditions and both theoretical and practical impli-

cations be investigated. First, in our studies, the referrer is always

aware of the failure of his/her referral. It might be an interesting ave-

nue for future research to find out not only (a) when consumers no-

tice referral failure but also (b) when they experience it as a failure.

Second, in our studies, participants made recommendations to others

that were moderately distant to them (fellow students). Research

shows that recommendations travel through weak ties, where they

have a bridging function, and through strong ties, where they are

most influential (Brown & Reingen, 1987). Future research could

focus on the moderating effect of the strength of these ties on the re-

ferral backfire effect. On the one hand, one may argue that strong ties

buffer against referral failure because they are usually the result of

rich and diverse relationships. Consequentially, referral failure

would not necessarily lead to self-threats when the receiver and the

referrer have strong ties. On the other hand, strong ties are character-

ized by a high degree of association, which could lead to an assump-

tion of similarity. In that case, referral failure could violate that

assumption and therefore cause even stronger effects in strong ties.

Third, although our findings in study 3 already suggest that the

threat invoked by referral failure is on the level of specific consumer

decisions or decision making capability, future research could also

provide more detailed insights into the nature of the threat of referral

failure. A priori, referral failure could call into question one's person-

ality at large, the relationship between receiver and referrer, one's
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consumer choices, one's decision capability, one's capability as an

advisor, or other identity aspects. Additionally, the circumstances

under which a referral occurs could affect different identity aspects,

leading to varying effects of referral failure. Making a referral to a

close friend or an unknown audience in the internet, as an

established expert or as a lay person, after lengthy research or off

the top of one's head, all of these different conditions could lead to

different inferences concerning the significance of referral failure

for one's identity with different possible behavioral patterns.

Fourth, it remains an empirical question whether consumers are

on a certain level aware of the potential negative consequences of

making a referral and whether they take this risk into consideration

when deciding to make a referral. If this awareness is the case, it

should bias these decisions toward more “safe” instances of referrals.

Referrals would subsequently become more likely for brands with a

high-perceived social support or under other circumstances that min-

imize the risk of referral failure.

Finally, we identified in our Introduction the need for self-

presentation or self-enhancement of identity as the core drivers be-

hind referral behavior (De Angelis, Bonezzi, Peluso, Rucker, &

Costabile, in press; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). Because our data

show that the self is indeed involved in referral behavior, this notion

might offer insights into the behavior of key actors in the diffusion of

information. The existing literature has identified hubs (Goldenberg,

Han, Lehmann, & Hong, 2009) and market mavens (Feick & Price,

1987) as important actors in information proliferation. Because

hubs and market mavens share the attribute that they are active re-

ferrers, as well as avid information harvesters – and therefore very

open to external influences – onemight wonder how they accommo-

date referral failure. Does the centrality of being a hub or market

maven in these consumers' self-identities and the ensuing desire to

accumulate information override the threat of referral failure? Do

they rely on sources of self-affirmation that are intrinsic to their

role? If they do so, would these sources differ between types of key

actors? Hubs, defined in terms of their social connectedness, may

prefer to intensify the spreading of (other) information as a way to

bolster their identity. Mavens may spread knowledge that is more

technical and objective, which would be less open to opinion and

therefore less discounted by referral outcomes. Further research

might investigate how different key actors deal with the experience

of referral failure because this knowledge might provide insight into

the development of such hubs and mavens.

In conclusion, we emphasize the need for more research into the

effects of referral outcome on the referrer, especially in large mass

of ordinary consumers because the implications could be substantial

for both consumer theory and the market place.
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