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άNot only should word of mouth marketing 

take its place next to other mainstream 

marketing techniques, it should come first, 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜŀǇŜǎǘΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅέ 

Andy Sernovitz1 

Introduction 

Word of Mouth Marketing is the new hot 

topic in marketing circles. With the decline 

in the number of network television 

viewers, traditional advertisers are 

spending large sums to reach fewer and 

fewer people.  The advent of TIVO, cable TV 

programming, consumer generated media 

and online social networks (e.g., Face Book, 

MySpace, and LinkedIn) also contribute to 

the decline in network viewership. 

 ¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ōƻƳōŀǊŘŜŘ ōȅ 

hundreds of advertising messages each day 

and are increasingly filtering out all but the 

most pertinent and relevant messages. 

There is a decrease in the perceived 

credibility of traditional advertising as savvy 
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consumers have become immune to various 

pitches. 

Small businesses, in particular, often do not 

have the resources to conduct ongoing 

advertising campaigns.  They typically opt 

ŦƻǊ άƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴŜέ cable TV commercials, 

radio or newspaper ŀŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǌǳƴ ƭƻƴƎ 

enough to build the needed awareness 

among their target audiences. Such short 

run ad campaigns do little more than make 

the small business owner feel good that 

they have a commercial.  As a result 

traditional advertising for small businesses 

misses the mark in terms of building 

awareness or generating sales.  

Marketers across industries are starting to 

incorporate word of mouth marketing into 

their marketing plans. Consumers have 

become more sophisticated and more 

discerning in selecting from the many 

choices available to them. Marketers are 

therefore being challenged more than ever 

before to cut through the clutter and get to 

the top of coƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ƳƛƴŘǎΦ ²ƻǊŘ ƻŦ 

mouth marketing is a cost effective 

approach that leverages a natural process; 



 
 

  

the process of consumers talking to each other independent of companiesΩ mainstream 

advertising and marketing campaigns.  

The following provides:  

 A definition of word of mouth marketing 

 Why word of mouth marketing works 

 How to make it work for your business

Word of Mouth Marketing Defined 

The Word of Mouth Marketing Association defines word of mouth marketing (WOMM) as: 

άGiving people a reason to talk about your products and services, and making it easier for 

ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΦέ 

Simply stated, word of mouth marketing is what companies do to spark consumer interest in a 

way that causes them to share their experiences with others. The focus of word of mouth 

marketing is people. Word of mouth ƛǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴΦ ! ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴess to talk about a 

brand is related to the emotional connection they have with the brand, which is a result of their 

experience with that brand at each of its touch points. Companies today must focus on 

delivering a consistently superior customer experience as a first step in implementing an 

effective word of mouth marketing campaign. 

 

  



 
 

  

Why Word of Mouth Works 

To What Extent Do You Trust the Following Forms of Advertising?2 

A recent study by Nielsen validates 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ word of mouth marketing 

efforts. Nearly 80% of the respondents 

trust recommendations from other 

consumers more than any other form of 

advertising. When making a major 

purchase decision, most of us have asked 

friends, neighbors and colleagues at some 

point in time about their views on a 

particular product or service. As 

consumers, we expect to get honest and 

unbiased feedback from members of our 

social networks. This source credibility lies 

at the heart of the effectiveness of word of 

mouth as trusted advertising.  

Despite ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ obvious reliance on other consumers for advice, some corporate marketers 

still do not include word of mouth marketing among their traditional marketing tactics.  

Brochures, logos, taglines and advertising campaigns are produced with little regard to what 

consumers are saying about their experiences with the brand. 

Other marketers may discount the WOMM methodology because of a perceived loss of control 

over the message. By talking at rather than conversing with their target audiences and not 

actively seeking their feedback, they are under the illusion of controlling the message. 

                                                             
2 Source: Nielsen Online Global Consumer Study April 2007 

Recommendations from consumers 78% 

Newspapers 63% 

Consumer opinions posted online 61% 

Brand websites 60% 

Television 56% 

Magazines 56% 

Radio 54% 

Brand sponsorships 49% 

Email signed up for 49% 

Ads before movies 38% 

Search engine ads 34% 

Online banner ads 26% 

Text ads on mobile phones 18% 



 
 

  

SǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ ƳƻǳǘƘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘŜǊǎ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΣ ōǳǘ 

trying to ensure that the messages being spread by the most trusted sources are positive and 

consistent with what the company is saying about itself. When you consider marketerΩs  need 

to control and their apparent  disconnect from the operations side of the businessΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻ 

wonder that consumers are tuning out and distrusting the messages coming from traditional 

sources.

How to Make WOMM 

Work for Your Business 

Before pursuing a word of 

mouth marketing 

campaign, one should have 

a clear understanding of 

what WOMM is and is not. 

This understanding will help 

prevent common pitfalls 

and false expectations of 

what your campaign can 

and cannot do. 

Real not fake- Present day consumers know the deal. They are very savvy and know when they 

are being sold. Word of mouth works because they feel they are getting advice from someone 

they know and trust. As mentioned earlier, source credibility lies at the heart of the 

effectiveness of WOM in impacting consumer behavior. Companies that attempt to deceive 

consumers run the risk of a back lash and generating negative word of mouthΦ {ƻ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘΩǎ 

bloƎǎΣ ƻǊ ƳȅǎǘŜǊȅ ǎƘƻǇǇŜǊǎ ƻǊ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴǎ ŘƛǎƎǳƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ άƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘέ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ 

upfront and let your audience know what the real purpose is, they are smart enough to tell. 



 
 

  

A tactic not a strategy - A WOMM campaign should be one of a number of tactics in your 

overall marketing strategy not a replacement for advertising.  IŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ Ŏƭŀǎǎ 

service or a knock your socks off product, work on these areas first. Companies like Conference 

Calls Unlimited and Threadless.com have been able to achieve success without mass media 

advertising and relying almost exclusively on word of mouth. However, they have very unique 

business models which have an exclusive customer focus. 

Leverage not control ς LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ. Marketers never were in control. While they were 

talking about how wonderful the company was through their multi-media, multi-million dollar 

ŀŘ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎΣ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

phones or the onerous ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ƻǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ DŜǘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

business and start to monitor the touch points to ensure a superior customer experience at 

each one. Understand the benefits your products are supposed to provide and encourage 

product managers to exceed customer expectations with their product designs. Now that you 

have something customers can talk about use every creative means possible to make it easier 

for them to spread the message. 

People not Companies ς Word of mouth mŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƪŜȅ άƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǊǎέ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

positive they can share when asked for their opinion. LǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

experience not what you say that is important.  

Not every organization can run an effective and successful word of mouth marketing campaign 

that results in customers becoming their best sales people. To have positive word of mouth 

about your stuff; (stuff being your products, services or brand) certain prerequisites have to be 

in place. 

Customer Centricityς Focus on your customers and treat them well.  Commit to providing a 

superior customer experience at all the touch points. IŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘǊŜŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ 

your word of mouth caƳǇŀƛƎƴ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ  



 
 

  

Products/Services- LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƻŘ stuff or great service, work on that before you start a 

word of mouth campaign. 

Marketing - Have a marketing plan in place that your word of mouth efforts can supplement or 

complement. 

An effective word of mouth campaign requires companies to embrace the concept that their 

brand strategy is their operating strategy. The word of mouth that goes on among consumers 

ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōǊŀƴŘǎΣ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ƻǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ  Lǘ 

will have little to do with what the organizationΩs ad campaigns say about itself.  In the end, 

word of mouth is about what people are saying about an organization, not what organizations 

are saying about themselves. 

 

In our next white paper we will discuss Planning a Word of Mouth Marketing Campaign.

gL Market Research is a full service marketing consulting firm that offers marketing and 

communications services. gL Market Research specializes in Market Research, Word of Mouth 

Marketing, Strategic Marketing, Internal Brand Marketing and Brand Management. 

More information is available at: www.gLMarketResearch.com 

 

 


