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Abstract
Although prices are the most discussed topic in consumer conversations, research has mostly neglected the field of price-
related word-of-mouth (WOM). The present study picks up this research gap by analyzing the effects of price-WOM valence 
and price change communicated by WOM on consumer price perception. While a WOM sender’s opinion is a stronger 
predictor of the recipient’s perceived price fairness, a price change communicated by WOM has a stronger effect on price 
expensiveness perceptions. Innovators are found to be more positive with their price fairness judgment compared to imita-
tors, and opinion leaders are more prone to price-WOM than non-opinion leaders.
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Introduction

Word-of-mouth (WOM) is one of the most influential forces 
in a marketplace and there is no doubt that it will further 
increase in relevance (Allsopp et al. 2007; Bansal and Voyer 
2000; Kozinets et al. 2010; Siems and Gerstandl 2011; Zhu 
and Zhang 2010). It is characterized as highly persuasive as 
well as extremely effective (Bristor 1990). In many cases, it 
has a far greater impact on potential buyers’ behavior com-
pared to traditional marketing communication instruments 
(Bone 1995; Engel et al. 1969; Goldsmith and Horowitz 
2006; Hennig-Thurau and Walsh 2004; Herr, Kardes, and 
Kim 1991; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Zhang et al. 2018). 
Recent research has shown that WOM has an elasticity 
which is 20 times higher compared to marketing events and 
even 30 times higher than the effect of media appearances 
(Trusov et al. 2009). In particular, perceived credibility, 
trustworthiness, and accessibility are higher for WOM than 
for communication channels such as advertising (Brown and 
Reingen 1987; Liu 2006; Murray 1991). Companies can 

utilize consumer WOM to grow their customer base, stimu-
late purchasing behavior, and gain an advantage over com-
petitors (Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Hervas-Drane 2015). 
In fact, a McKinsey and Company study (Bughin, Doogan, 
and Vetvik 2010) shows that 20 to 50% of consumers’ pur-
chasing decisions are primarily driven by WOM, which 
points to the relevance for companies to include WOM as 
part of their marketing plan (Breazeale 2009; Radighieri and 
Mulder 2014; Wicken and Asquith 2008).

Price is one of the most dominant parts of communica-
tion among consumers (Lexis et al. 2013). When talking 
to friends or acquaintances about vendors and providers, 
the price is the number one topic being discussed (Siems 
and Gerstandl 2011). However, although prices play such 
a predominant role in consumer-based chats, there are very 
few studies on price-related WOM. This lack of research 
makes it difficult for price managers to understand this 
highly important phenomenon and new insights will have 
a large impact on everyday management, as the encourage-
ment of chats about prices can be a very strong tool to boost 
consumer price perceptions (Siems and Gerstandl 2011).

While the widespread use of the internet has magnified 
WOM communication in general, price is a topic discussed 
mostly in offline channels (Goles et al. 2009; Packard et al. 
2016; Siems and Gerstandl 2011). Baker et al. (2016) dem-
onstrated that offline WOM can lead to stronger consumer 
reactions compared to WOM that has been transmitted 
via online channels. Additionally, research has shown that 
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face-to-face WOM is more persuasive than printed forms 
of WOM and that consumers prefer personal communica-
tion compared to online communication (Herr et al. 1991; 
Lexis et al. 2013). Taking these considerations into account, 
we focus on price-related WOM in an offline setting in this 
study.

The literature has emphasized the importance of inno-
vativeness as a concept to explain consumer behavior 
(Hirschmann 1980, 1984). Traditionally, it has been argued 
that innovators are less prone to being influenced by discus-
sions with other individuals (Midgley and Dowling 1978). 
While imitators are strongly influenced by WOM, innovators 
rather rely on information from mass media, making the 
distinction between these groups highly relevant for WOM 
research (Bass 1969; Liu et al. 2011). However, previous dis-
coveries have not been verified for price-related information 
which could lead to unexpected findings within this study. In 
addition to innovativeness, there is also opinion leadership 
as a concept which is not only related to innovativeness but 
also equally relevant for marketing practitioners to under-
stand WOM behavior (Goodey and East 2008; Yang and 
Laroche 2011). Innovators are particularly interested in new 
products, in contrast to opinion leaders who tend to spread 
great amounts of WOM about a specific category (Feick and 
Price 1987; Godes and Mayzlin 2009). Therefore, opinion 
leadership is a highly relevant construct to understand WOM 
in general and price-related WOM in particular.

Although general consumer innovativeness is a well-
known construct, there is a lack of application in the service 
industry (Quoquab et al. 2016). Van den Bulte and Joshi 
(2007) identify internet accessibility as a field in which the 
distinction between innovators and imitators is applicable. 
Besides being a prominent field for innovativeness, services 
are also highly relevant for WOM (Christiansen and Tax 
2000). Murray (1991) revealed consumer service percep-
tions to be more prone to WOM than the perception of tan-
gible goods. In particular when considering buying a new 
service that cannot be tested prior to purchase, WOM plays 
an important role (Arndt 1967; Brown and Reingen 1987; 
Herr et al. 1991; Reingen and Kernan 1986). We pick up 
these findings by using a broadband internet access as our 
research object in a context in which a purchase is inevitable.

The present study aims to close the previously men-
tioned research gaps by providing insights into the process 
of price-related WOM in the sense of consumers talking 
about their positive or negative opinions concerning a price 
as well as recent price changes they have noticed. It is the 
first study to explore the effect of incoming price-WOM1 
on price perception. Additionally, it takes an unparalleled 

approach by combining the field of price-WOM with con-
sumer innovativeness and opinion leadership. Consequently, 
the study contributes insights in two main ways. Initially, 
(1) the effects of a positive and negative price evaluation 
of a WOM sender as well as a recent price change being 
discussed in a face-to-face chat on perceived price fair-
ness and expensiveness are examined. It is highly relevant 
for both researchers and practitioners to learn whether the 
opinion of a WOM sender about a price can be a stronger 
predictor than an actual price change for the perception of 
prices. Thus, the study answers the following questions: 
Does WOM information about a price change have an effect 
comparable to an actual visible price change? Which com-
bination of price-related content of a WOM message leads 
to the lowest perceived expensiveness? Furthermore, (2), 
the study takes a first approach to reveal the roles of opinion 
leadership and consumer innovativeness in the context of 
price-related WOM and price perception, addressing several 
research questions: Are opinion leaders more prone to adapt-
ing their own opinion because of the notion of a conversation 
partner about a price, although they are commonly known 
as a segment influencing others instead of being influenced? 
Do innovators react differently to price-WOM compared to 
imitators? Does product purchase innovativeness2 play a dif-
ferent role compared to general consumer innovativeness 
when judging prices?

To test the proposed hypotheses, two studies are con-
ducted. The first study (n = 487), a multivariate analysis of 
variance (MANOVA), aims to shed light on price-WOM 
and opinion leadership, whereas the second study (n = 449) 
derives insights on the role of general consumer innova-
tiveness as well as product-specific innovativeness within 
the process of price-WOM and price perception based on a 
MANOVA and a mediation analysis.

Theoretical background, hypotheses, 
and conceptual framework

The roles of word‑of‑mouth valence and opinion 
leadership

Previous research has mainly focused on consumers’ brand-
related behavior (e.g., brand outcomes, brand behaviors, pur-
chase intentions) after receiving either positive or negative 
WOM (Bansal and Voyer 2000; Ryu and Feick 2007). We 
expect price-related WOM to lead to an expensiveness and 
fairness perception that aligns with the directional valence of 

1 WOM can be a precursor and an outcome of an individual’s action 
(Godes and Mayzlin 2004).

2 A form of innovativeness that describes “the degree to which a con-
sumer engages in exploratory behaviors, particularly when it comes 
to trying out new and different products” (Bruner et al. 2005).
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the WOM sender’s information. It should not work inversely, 
as recent research has found for individuals being closely 
connected to a brand (Baker et al. 2016; Wilson et al. 2017). 
While expensiveness only deals with the perceived level of 
a price, price fairness considerations refer to consumers’ 
individual judgments as to whether a price is being experi-
enced as just, legitimate, and reasonable (Campbell 2007; 
Haws and Bearden 2006; Kwak et al. 2015). Since positive/
negative WOM about a price is an extreme opinion, it has 
great diagnosticity and should lead to an acceptance of the 
sender’s advice (Gershoff et al. 2003).

Opinion leaders are highly important in the process of 
spreading WOM because they can influence other consum-
ers (Goodey and East 2008; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; 
Rogers and Cartano 1962). Their impact is restricted to a 
specific product category (Feick and Price 1987; Goodey 
and East 2008; Midgley 1976). The original definition of 
opinion leaders as “individuals who were likely to influ-
ence other persons in their immediate environment” (Katz 
and Lazarsfeld 1955) is utilizable for the research string 
of price-related WOM and emphasizes the importance of 
opinion leaders as well as their “unequal amount of influ-
ence on the decisions of others,” as Rogers and Cartano 
(1962) add in their conceptualization. In addition to their 
definition of opinion leaders, Katz and Lazarsfeld formu-
lated the two-step flow model of communication together 
with their colleagues (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Lazarsfeld 
et al. 1968). It reveals that opinion leaders operate as inter-
mediaries between mass media and society. Consequently, 
information from media channels traverses opinion leaders 
until it reaches their individual followers who act as opinion 
seekers (Flynn et al. 1996; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Watts 
and Dodds 2007). Since opinion leaders are usually the first 
stage of the flow of information, they are expected to take 
rather extreme stances with regard to highly individually 
perceived judgments such as price fairness in order to influ-
ence their followers in the subsequent process (Campbell 
2007; Haws and Bearden 2006; Kwak et al. 2015). There-
fore, we predict opinion leadership to strengthen the effect 
of WOM valence on price fairness. Our assumption is sup-
ported by Arndt’s (1967) classical study about the diffusion 
of a new food product. In his experiment, Arndt was able to 
demonstrate an effect of opinion leadership on interpersonal 
communication in a price reduction setting (Rogers 1976). 
We suspect such an effect to be apparent in a price-related 
WOM communication, which will lead to the previously 
mentioned relationship. Leonard-Barton (1985) was able 
to demonstrate an increased product adoption rate due to 
opinion leaders’ attitudes, regardless of whether the initial 
WOM was positive or negative, which underpins our claim 
that opinion leaders have a vast influence on their followers 
and must take an appropriate stance to exercise such an influ-
ence (Radighieri and Mulder 2014). Additionally, the study 

of Ruvio and Shoham (2007) has shown that product usage, 
information seeking, and risk taking are important charac-
teristics of opinion leaders. These attributes could lead to a 
higher acceptance of the valence of received price-WOM, 
because opinion leaders might actively seek new informa-
tion on prices and, in order to try out the product or influ-
ence public opinion, take the higher risk of assuming a clear 
stance on the perceived price fairness (Thakur et al. 2016). 
Directed by the two-step flow model of communication, and 
historical as well as recent research studies, we thus propose 
the following:

H1 Opinion leadership strengthens the positive effect of 
receiving positive price-related WOM on perceived price 
fairness.

The content of a price‑related WOM message 
as predictor of price fairness and expensiveness

While numerous studies examine price reductions, price 
increases have largely been neglected by research (Homburg 
et al. 2010). We fill this research gap by taking price reduc-
tions as well as increases into account for an individual’s 
adjusted price fairness and price expensiveness perception 
and advance this string of research on a new level by focus-
ing on price changes that have been transmitted via WOM 
instead of actual visible price adjustments. To further under-
stand the different impacts of WOM valence and a price 
change communicated by WOM on price perceptions, we 
adhere to the accessibility–diagnosticity model (Feldman 
and Lynch 1988). This theory assesses the likelihood of a 
cognition to be used as an input for a judgment or specific 
behavior (Lynch 2006). The likelihood is a function of the 
accessibility of the input, the accessibility of alternative 
inputs, and the diagnosticities of the input and a possible 
alternative. Accessibility means that a piece of information 
can be recalled easily, whereas diagnosticity stands for the 
helpfulness of a piece of information to form an evaluation 
(Feldman and Lynch 1988). If a cognition is accessible and 
perceived as more diagnostic compared to other accessible 
cognitions, it will be used to decide. Although they are basi-
cally distinct, accessibility and diagnosticity can be related. 
Consumers evaluate price information as generally diagnos-
tic, which can lead to retrieval cues. In this case, the antici-
pated diagnosticity leads to a higher accessibility (Lynch 
et al. 1988). Because of its vividness, face-to-face WOM 
is highly accessible (Herr et al. 1991). It is also diagnostic, 
because it is perceived as credible and trustworthy (Bone 
1995). The combination of high accessibility and diagnostic-
ity makes WOM a prime candidate for helping individuals 
form their judgments (Radighieri and Mulder 2014). Due to 
high diagnosticity, consumers can easily categorize products 
or services into one group (Bone 1995). In the case of price 
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perceptions, these groups are high versus low price fair-
ness, and high versus low price expensiveness. We assume 
that WOM valence has a higher diagnosticity when making 
a fairness judgment, and price change communicated by 
WOM when deciding about the perceived expensiveness. 
Past research has shown that valence has a major influence 
on individual product evaluations and that there is a posi-
tivity bias, which leads to the likelihood of positive WOM 
being used rather than negative WOM (East et al. 2008; 
Folkes and Patrick 2003). We assume that WOM valence 
has an equally high diagnosticity on price fairness evalu-
ations, as these are also highly individual and subjective. 
However, there are cases in which WOM valence does not 
have the highest diagnosticity. Liu (2006) demonstrates that 
WOM volume has a higher exploratory power to forecast 
box office revenue for movies, compared to WOM valence. 
For perceived price expensiveness, we predict a price change 
communicated by WOM to have a higher impact than WOM 
valence, because expensiveness only deals with the per-
ceived level of a price, as opposed to price fairness, which 
takes personal considerations of the WOM sender for a price 
being experienced as just, legitimate, and reasonable into 
account (Campbell 2007; Haws and Bearden 2006; Kwak 
et al. 2015). Consequently, the following hypotheses apply:

H2 Price-related WOM valence is a stronger predictor of 
price fairness compared to a price change communicated 
by WOM.

H3 A price change communicated by WOM is a stronger 
predictor of price expensiveness compared to price-related 
WOM valence.

The role of innovativeness in the interaction 
between WOM valence and price change

Behavioral pricing literature has emphasized the importance 
of the motive behind a price change for consumer percep-
tion (Homburg et al. 2005). Whenever consumers feel that a 
company’s motive for a price increase is to exploit them or 
take advantage of them, they evaluate the price even more 
negatively (Campbell 1999). We suggest that negative price-
related WOM works as a cue similar to a firm’s negative 
assumed motive and leads to an enhanced effect of a price 
increase. A large body of literature has investigated this issue 
in the realm of price fairness (Campbell 1999; Homburg 
et al. 2005; Kwak et al. 2015; Vaidyanathan and Aggar-
wal 2003). We postulate that such an effect exists for price 
expensiveness as well. East, Hammond, and Lomax (2008) 
found that the strength of expression of a WOM message has 
a strong effect on negative and positive WOM. Transferred 
to our research topic, a price-related WOM message has a 
stronger expression when it includes a negative valence and 

a communicated price increase, instead of opposing con-
tents. This, in turn, should lead to the interaction effect men-
tioned earlier.

Innovativeness traditionally has a very high immediate 
relevance to explain consumer behavior and there is still a 
wide range of research opportunities, which is why we do 
not want to omit its influence on price-related WOM (Hauser 
et al. 2006; Hirschman 1980). In addition to opinion leaders, 
innovators are among the most important group for the diffu-
sion of information by WOM and, although they are two dis-
crete concepts, opinion leadership is high among innovators 
(Czepiel 1974; Feick and Price 1987). Agarwal and Prasad 
(1998) state that innovative consumers have a higher risk-
taking propensity. These individuals try new things, take 
chances, and cope with uncertainty (Bruner et al. 2005). The 
marketing literature uses the construct to segment individu-
als into either innovators or non-innovators (Thakur et al. 
2016). For the present study, the definition of innovative-
ness as “the degree to which an individual makes innovation 
decisions independently of the communicated experience 
of others” (Midgley 1977) is paramount, as it is among the 
first definitions to express the behavior of innovators in the 
context of consumer communication. Following the study 
by Bass (1969), we refer to non-innovators as imitators. We 
expect general consumer innovativeness to have a moderat-
ing effect on the previously mentioned interaction between 
WOM valence and price change communicated by WOM on 
price expensiveness, since imitators are easily influenced by 
WOM, while innovators are rather influenced by mass media 
(Bass 1969). As both parts of the communication process in 
our study (valence and price change) are spread by WOM, 
the effect should apply not only for one, but for the interac-
tion of both. Thus far, we know that imitators learn from 
consumers that have already bought a product, and adapt 
their individual buying behavior (Bass 1969). Huettl and 
Gierl (2012) demonstrate that there is a connection between 
price expensiveness and purchase intention, which underpins 
our approach to investigating the effect of innovativeness 
on price-related WOM in the realm of price expensiveness. 
Scientific insights let us postulate the following:

H4 General consumer innovativeness moderates the interac-
tion between price-related WOM valence and price change 
communicated by WOM on price expensiveness.

The impact of different forms of innovativeness 
on price fairness perception

As previously mentioned, innovators have a higher risk-
taking propensity, try new things, take chances, and cope 
with uncertainty (Agarwal and Prasad 1998; Bruner 
et al. 2005). In addition to being wealthier, innovators 
are reluctant to spend time and effort on the adoption of 
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products and have a predisposition to buy new products 
(Steenkamp et al. 1999; Tellis et al. 2009). We suggest 
that innovators generally evaluate the price fairness more 
positively after being subjected to WOM, as price fairness 
is one of the conditions for a purchase intention (Konuk 
2018).

While mass media generate awareness, personal rec-
ommendations influence an individual to adopt (Midgley 
1977; Rogers and Shoemaker 1971). Innovators usually 
adopt products very early in their diffusion, proving that 
they do not need discussions with prior users (Midgley 
and Dowling 1978). However, for our study, innovators 
are exposed to WOM information they do not yet possess, 
which should lead to a strong desire to adopt, and conse-
quently to a higher perceived price fairness as a precursor 
to a potential buying behavior (Konuk 2018).

Past studies have shown that innovativeness can be 
described in a three-pronged approach that includes two 
forms of consumer innovativeness leading to innovative 
behavior (Bartels and Reinders 2011). We therefore sug-
gest that product purchase innovativeness, as a form of 
innovativeness focusing on the acquisition of new prod-
ucts, mediates the positive effect of general consumer 
innovativeness on price fairness (Bruner et al. 2005). The 
literature has also described general consumer innovative-
ness to be rather abstract, with general innovators first 
accumulating product-specific knowledge before consid-
ering a purchase (Agarwal and Prasad 1998; Flynn and 
Goldsmith 1993; Im et al. 2007; Midgley and Dowling 
1978). The frequently cited historical study by Ryan and 
Gross (1943) showed the existence of innovators among 
American farmers in the context of the launch of hybrid 
corn, an innovation in agriculture at that time. The adop-
tion of hybrid corn followed an S-shaped normal curve, 
indicating innovative farmers and imitators. The imita-
tors learned about the product from a salesman, but their 
adoption did not ignite until interpersonal communica-
tion with the innovators occurred. We assume that this 
process is being mediated by product purchase innova-
tors, who have a stronger influence than general innova-
tors on an individual buying decision. To exhibit buying 
behavior, innovators must perceive the price fairness to 
be more positive. We assume that this applies even more 

to product purchase innovators, who mediate the pro-
cess between general consumer innovativeness and price 
fairness:

H5a Innovators perceive price fairness as higher compared 
to imitators.

H5b Product purchase innovativeness mediates the positive 
effect of general consumer innovativeness on perceived price 
fairness.

Research design and findings

Study 1: The effects of WOM valence, price change 
communicated by WOM and opinion leadership 
on price fairness and price expensiveness

The overarching objective of the first study was to shed 
light on the under researched topic of price-related WOM 
by exploring how a person perceives a price after receiv-
ing a WOM message from another individual. To evalu-
ate possible strategies for a company’s individual pricing 
goals, it is fundamental to determine which content of 
the price-related WOM message is a stronger predictor 
of each of the consumer price perceptions. As previous 
research has suggested that opinion leadership is a vital 
characteristic to explain communication among individu-
als, we included this construct as a moderating variable 
and allowed participants to report their level of opinion 
leadership to divide the sample into opinion leaders and 
non-opinion leaders (Fig. 1).

Method

We used four different scenarios to manipulate conditions 
and put participants in a realistic situation in which they 
had an urgent need for a new broadband internet access 
and got into a conversation in an offline setting after find-
ing a product that met their expectations. The interlocutor 
owned the internet access in which the participant was 
interested. The different scenarios then either stated that 

Fig. 1  Study 1: Conceptual model of opinion leadership within price-related WOM



69You paid what!? Understanding price‑related word‑of‑mouth and price perception among opinion…

the dialogue partner spoke positively or negatively about 
the price and either reported a recent price increase or a 
recent price reduction. In accordance with the findings of 
prior studies, the price change was set at 20% to ensure 
both a realistic situation and perceptible manipulation 
(Gupta and Cooper 1992; Homburg et al. 2010; Marshall 
and Na 2000). A pre-test among doctoral and undergradu-
ate students (n = 190) confirmed that the scenarios dif-
fered significantly in WOM valence on a positive WOM 
scale (α = 0.844, Mpositive = 4.69, Mnegative = 1.57, p < 0.01) 
and a negative WOM scale (α = 0.885, Mpositive = 1.76, 
Mnegative = 4.93, p < 0.01) (Alexandrov et al. 2013) and 
92.11 percent of respondents were able to recall the price 
change correctly. Another pre-test among graduate and 
undergraduate students (n = 275) guided us towards the 
suitable research subject of a broadband internet access. 
Compared to the other media product services tested (cell 
phone contract and streaming media service), the internet 
access had the highest perceived expensiveness (α = 0.911, 
Minternet = 4.79, Mcellphone = 4.14, Mstreaming = 4.41, p < 0.05) 
(Yoo et  al. 2000). While the streaming media service 
had the lowest WOM retransmission intention, the cell 
phone contract and internet access showed only a slight, 
insignificant difference (single-item, Minternet = 4.98, 
Mcellphone = 5.17, Mstreaming = 4.53, p < 0.05) (Baker et al. 
2016). By choosing the product with the highest perceived 
expensiveness and a high WOM retransmission intention, 
we expect test persons to empathize carefully with the 
scenarios and perceive the object as relevant to the topic.

All constructs for the pre-tests as well as the main study 
were represented by reflective Likert-type seven-point 
multi-item scales, ranging from “fully disagree” to “fully 
agree.” Price expensiveness was measured using the scale 
we already applied successfully in one of the pre-tests, origi-
nating from Yoo et al. (2000). It measures the subjective 
sense of a price with special attention to its expensiveness. 
Price fairness was examined using the scale by Kwak et al. 
(2015). Opinion leadership was quantified using the scale by 
Flynn et al. (1996). We used a median split (median = 4.17) 
to divide test persons into opinion leaders and non-opin-
ion leaders. While the practice of using a median split has 
some disadvantages compared to continuous measures, it is 
the only way to guarantee consistency with the factors and 
past research on opinion leadership that divided individu-
als into opinion leaders and non-opinion leaders (Feick and 
Price 1987). In order to overcome the disadvantages, we 
additionally used continuous data to analyze the effects of 
opinion leadership. To match the context of the study, all 
items were modified. The review of reliability measurements 
showed satisfactory internal consistency: Price expensive-
ness (α = 0.872, including the items: “I expect the price of 
the broadband internet access to be high,” “I expect the price 
of the broadband internet access to be low (reversed),” and 

“I expect the price of the broadband internet access to be 
expensive”), price fairness (α = 0.943, including the state-
ments: “I expect the price of the broadband internet access 
to be fair,” “I expect the price of the broadband internet 
access to be just,” “I expect the price of the broadband inter-
net access to be reasonable,” and “I expect the price of the 
broadband internet access to be acceptable”), opinion lead-
ership (OL) (α = 0.870, covering the items: “My opinion 
on media products seems not to count with other people 
(reversed),” “When they choose media products, other peo-
ple do not turn to me for advice (reversed),” “Other people 
rarely come to me for advice about choosing media products 
(reversed),” “People that I know pick media products based 
on what I have told them,” “I often persuade other people to 
buy the media products that I like,” and “I often influence 
people’s opinions about media products”). Furthermore, the 
measurement model fulfilled all remaining premises.

Data

Participants for the main study were recruited by Cint, a 
reputable external market research company. The coopera-
tion with an external research institute contributes to the 
independency of results. In addition, the active panel man-
agement improves quality of data and prevents issues that 
frequently occur with platforms such as MTurk, including 
fake accounts, inattentive answering, and survey profession-
als. The sample consists of respondents living in the United 
States and depicts the population concerning age and gender. 
All participants were assigned randomly to one of the four 
conditions. After removing participants who reached the 
median of OL, failed their instructional manipulation check 
(IMC), or recalled the price change incorrectly, 487 datasets 
were considered for the analysis. The IMC was designed in 
accordance with the insights of Oppenheimer et al. (2009) 
to monitor whether respondents read the instructions on the 
questionnaire with the necessary diligence and to detect 
satisfiers.

Results

Analysis of both manipulation checks (positive WOM 
(α = 0.946, Mpositive = 5.43,  SDpositive = 1.41, Mnegative = 2.44, 
 SDnegative = 1.78, p < 0.01) and negative WOM (α = 0.910, 
Mpositive = 2.79,  SDpositive = 1.64, Mnegative = 5.35, 
 SDnegative = 1.87, p < 0.01)) confirmed that WOM valence 
significantly differed between the positive and negative 
WOM scenarios (Alexandrov et al. 2013). The effective 
manipulation of the price change communicated by WOM 
has been ensured by taking only those respondents who were 
able to successfully recall the price change into further con-
sideration. Before conducting a MANOVA, we performed 
a Pearson correlation to test whether the assumptions of 
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parametric requirements of the dependent variables and their 
moderate correlation are fulfilled (Foster et al. 2005; Meyers 
et al. 2016). According to Tybout et al. (2001), a correla-
tion can be considered as moderate when it ranges between 
0.3 and 0.7. Smaller values contribute unique information 
and higher values are a sign of statistical redundancy. The 
dependent variables’ price expensiveness and price fairness 
showed a correlation of − 0.51, which was significant at the 
0.01 level (2-tailed). Additionally, we could observe a Box’s 
M value of 83.32 (F(21, 701,918) = 3.91) which was sig-
nificant at the conservative level of p < 0.001. Therefore, we 
consider Pillai’s trace instead of Wilk’s lambda due to its 
robustness (Allen et al. 2008). The premise of equal sample 
sizes was met and hence a MANOVA could be performed.

The 2 (OL: opinion leader vs. non-opinion leader) 
× 2 (WOM valence: positive vs. negative) × 2 (price 
change communicated by WOM: price reduction vs. 
price increase) MANOVA with the dependent variables 
price expensiveness and price fairness revealed signifi-
cant multivariate main effects for WOM valence (valence) 
(Pillai’s Trace = 0.115, F(2, 478) = 31.094, p < 0.001, 
partial η2 = 0.115, obs. power = 1.0) and price change 
communicated by WOM (change) (Pillai’s Trace = 0.153, 
F(2, 478) = 43.221, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.153, obs. 
power = 1.0). Although the interaction of valence*OL 
was not significant, the outcomes looked encouraging 
(Pillai’s Trace = 0.009, F(2, 478) = 2.124, p = 0.119, par-
tial η2 = 0.009, obs. power = 0.439). Given the promis-
ing effects of the overall test, we examined the univariate 
main effects to test our postulated research hypotheses. 
The results indicated a direct effect of valence on price 
fairness (F(1, 479) = 47.827, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.091, 
obs. power = 1.0). Respondents who were exposed to posi-
tive price-related WOM reported a significantly higher 
perceived price fairness compared to individuals who were 
confronted by negative price-related WOM (Mnegative = 4.26, 
 SDnegative = 1.79, Mpositive = 5.25,  SDpositive = 1.29). Further-
more, valence had a significant impact on price expensive-
ness (F(1, 479) = 41.679, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.080, obs. 
power = 1.0). When being confronted by positive price-
related WOM, consumers perceived the price expensiveness 
lower compared to individuals being confronted by nega-
tive WOM about prices (Mnegative = 4.90,  SDnegative = 1.71, 
Mpositive = 3.94,  SDpositive = 1.68). As anticipated, OL moder-
ated the positive effect of positive valence on price fairness 
(valence*OL) (F(1, 479) = 4.204, p < 0.05, partial η2 = 0.009, 
obs. power = 0.534). Pairwise comparison indicated that 
opinion leaders perceived price fairness to be higher when 
being confronted by positive price-related WOM compared 
to non-opinion leaders, and lower in the context of negative 
WOM valence, pointing towards an overall stronger reaction 
of opinion leaders to price-related WOM concerning per-
ceived price fairness and supporting H1 (OL: Mpositive = 5.46, 

 SDpositive = 1.20, Mnegative = 4.15,  SDnegative = 1.79, p < 0.001; 
Non-OL: Mpositive = 5.03,  SDpositive = 1.36, Mnegative = 4.39, 
 SDnegative = 1.78, p = 0.002). To check whether the support 
for H1 persists when using continuous data for the mod-
erator, we performed a conditional analysis using the PRO-
CESS macro as part of the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS). The outcomes confirm a significant influ-
ence of opinion leadership strengthening the effect of WOM 
valence on perceived price fairness (b3 = 0.2663, p = 0.0081, 
CI [0.0694, 0.4631]).

Data showed that a price change communicated by WOM 
had a significant effect on price fairness (F(1, 479) = 15.547, 
p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.031, obs. power = 0.976). When 
being confronted by a price reduction within a WOM con-
versation, participants perceived the price fairness to be 
higher compared to being exposed to WOM about a price 
increase (Mreduction = 5.04,  SDreduction = 1.41, Mincrease = 4.46, 
 SDincrease = 1.79). Moreover, we found a significant effect 
of change on price expensiveness (F(1, 479) = 86.599, 
p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.153, obs. power = 1.0), indicat-
ing that a price reduction communicated by WOM leads 
to a lower perceived price expensiveness compared to 
WOM that includes a price increase (Mreduction = 3.77, 
 SDreduction = 1.78, Mincrease = 5.10,  SDincrease = 1.45). H2 
and H3 were supported, since data showed that valence is 
a stronger predictor of price fairness (F(1, 479) = 47.827, 
p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.091, obs. power = 1.0) compared to 
change (F(1, 479) = 15.547, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.031, 
obs. power = 0.976) and that change is a stronger predic-
tor of price expensiveness (F(1, 479) = 86.599, p < 0.001, 
partial η2 = 0.153, obs. power = 1.0) compared to valence 
(F(1, 479) = 41.679, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.080, obs. 
power = 1.0). All outcomes can be viewed in Table 1.

Discussion

The first study was designed to obtain insights about the 
effects of different contents of price-related WOM on price 
perception. Furthermore, we wanted to evaluate the role of 
opinion leaders within this process. We were able to falsify 
the widespread accepted view of opinion leaders as indi-
viduals with a vast amount of influence on their followers 
but who do not allow themselves to be influenced by others. 
In the field of price-related WOM, opinion leaders reacted 
stronger to WOM valence regarding perceived price fair-
ness compared to non-opinion leaders. Further analyzing 
the results, we found evidence that price perception evalua-
tions cannot be influenced equally by the valence of a price-
WOM message and a price change communicated by WOM. 
Differentiating between perceived price fairness and price 
expensiveness, we showed that companies aiming at a posi-
tive price fairness perception should induce positive price-
related WOM, and firms with a focus on price expensiveness 
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should rather count on price reductions being communicated 
between potential customers. Thus, we not only underscore 
the importance of price-related WOM on price perception 
but also show the complexity of this process for different 
consumer price perception goals.

Study 2: The role of innovativeness 
within price‑related WOM and the interaction 
between WOM valence and price change 
communicated by WOM

As the literature shows that innovativeness is another highly 
relevant concept for the dissemination of WOM in addition 
to OL, we replicated study 1 to include the possibility for 
each participant to report the individual characteristics of 
general consumer innovativeness and product purchase 
innovativeness. This gave us the opportunity to distinguish 
between innovators and imitators at a general and a product 
purchase level. In the context of this setting and to obtain 
comprehensive insights, we not only used innovativeness as 

a factor to explain price perception but also as a moderat-
ing variable within the interaction of the WOM message 
contents. Additionally, study 2 was designed to document 
whether general consumer innovativeness can be a precursor 
to product purchase innovativeness in the field of consumer 
price perception (Fig. 2). 

Method

The manipulation of WOM valence and price change com-
municated by WOM followed the example of study 1. We 
did not only deploy a median split on general consumer 
innovativeness (median = 5) to distinguish between innova-
tors and imitators, as proposed by Bass (1969), but addition-
ally used continuous data of general consumer innovative-
ness, consistent with study 1, for the MANOVA. Within the 
mediation analysis we only used continuous data of gen-
eral consumer innovativeness and product purchase inno-
vativeness with the aim to gain a deeper understanding of 
innovativeness.

Table 1  Tests of between-
subjects effects for study 1

a R-Square = .234 (corrected R-Square = .223)
b R-Square = .133 (corrected R-Square = .120)
c Computed using alpha = .05

Source Type III 
sum of 
squares

df Mean square F Sig Partial 
Eta 
squared

Observed  powerc

Corrected model
 Price expensiveness 351.698a 7 50.243 20.954 .000 .234 1.000
 Price fairness 173.153b 7 24.736 10.504 .000 .133 1.000

Intercept
 Price expensiveness 9429.075 1 9429.075 3932.454 .000 .891 1.000
 Price fairness 10,794.178 1 10,794.178 4583.820 .000 .905 1.000

Valence
 Price expensiveness 99.936 1 99.936 41.679 .000 .080 1.000
 Price fairness 112.624 1 112.624 47.827 .000 .091 1.000

Change
 Price expensiveness 207.643 1 207.643 86.599 .000 .153 1.000
 Price fairness 36.611 1 36.611 15.547 .000 .031 .976

Valence*OL
 Price expensiveness .961 1 .961 .401 .527 .001 .097
 Price fairness 9.899 1 9.899 4.204 .041 .009 .534

Error
 Price expensiveness 1148.526 479 2.398
 Price fairness 1127.970 479 2.355

Total
 Price expensiveness 11,042.111 487
 Price fairness 12,298.562 487

Corrected total
 Price expensiveness 1500.225 486
 Price fairness 1301.123 486
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To ensure comparability, we used the same scales for 
price expensiveness and fairness as in study 1. To meas-
ure general consumer innovativeness, we used the scale 
by Donthu and Gilliland (1996). Product purchase innova-
tiveness was quantified using the scale by Ailawadi et al. 
(2001). The scale measures exploratory consumer behavior 
with a focus on trying out products (Bruner et al. 2005). To 
confirm the distinction between these two innovativeness 
scales, we used data of a pre-test (n = 190) to carry out an 
exploratory factor analysis. The Kaiser criterion as well as 
an examination of the scree plot confirmed the scales as 
they were reported in the literature. For both innovative-
ness scales, reliability measurements indicated satisfactory 
outcomes: general consumer innovativeness (α = 0.761 after 
one reversed item was deleted, ultimately covering the state-
ments: “I like to take chances” and “I like to experiment 
with new ways of doing things”) and product purchase inno-
vativeness (α = 0.833, including the items: “When I see a 
product somewhat different from the casual, I check it out,” 
“I am often among the first people to try a new product,” and 
“I like to try new and different things”).

Data

Performing the same data collection method as described 
in study 1, 449 respondents were taken into consideration 
after removing respondents reaching the median on general 
consumer innovativeness, failing to pass an IMC or to recall 
the price change correctly. The sample also depicts the popu-
lation of the United States concerning age and gender.

Results

To ensure a successful manipulation, we performed the 
same procedure as in study 1 concerning price change 
communicated by WOM. Likewise, manipulation checks 
of WOM valence showed significant differences between 
groups (positive WOM (α = 0.949, Mpositive = 5.45, 
 SDpositive = 1.39, Mnegative = 2.51,  SDnegative = 1.81, 
p < 0.01) and negative WOM (α = 0.911, Mpositive = 2.87, 

 SDpositive = 1.70, Mnegative = 5.35,  SDnegative = 1.85, 
p < 0.01)). Price expensiveness and price fairness showed 
a correlation of − 0.48, which was significant at the 
0.01 level (2-tailed). Box’s M value was at 64.99 (F(21, 
612,228) = 3.05) and significant at the conservative level 
of p < 0.001. Since the premise of equal sample sizes was 
met, we could perform a MANOVA and consider Pillai’s 
trace again (Allen et al. 2008).

To reveal the postulated direct effect of general consumer 
innovativeness (GI) and the moderating role of GI on the 
interaction of WOM valence and price change communi-
cated by WOM, we performed a 2 (GI: high vs. low) × 2 
(valence: positive vs. negative) × 2 (change: price reduc-
tion vs. price increase) MANOVA with the dependent vari-
ables price expensiveness and price fairness. Significant 
multivariate main effects for GI (Pillai’s Trace = 0.031, 
F(2, 440) = 6.979, p = 0.001, partial η2 = 0.031, obs. 
power = 0.926) and valence*change (Pillai’s Trace = 0.025, 
F(2, 440) = 5.700, p < 0.005, partial η2 = 0.025, obs. 
power = 0.863) were observed. Additionally, the interaction 
of valence*change*GI showed promising though insig-
nificant results (Pillai’s Trace = 0.008, F(2, 440) = 1.855, 
p = 0.158, partial η2 = 0.008, obs. power = 0.386). The 
between-subjects tests showed a significant effect of the 
interaction effect of valence*change on price expensive-
ness (F(1, 441) = 8.876, p = 0.003, partial η2 = 0.020, obs. 
power = 0.844). Under the condition of a price reduction 
communicated by WOM, participants reported a signifi-
cantly lower price expensiveness perception compared to a 
price increase in any WOM valence context. Even though 
positive price-related WOM generally led to a lower feel-
ing of price expensiveness compared to negative WOM, 
the effect was significant and stronger in the context of a 
price reduction. Pairwise comparison showed that positive 
price-related WOM in combination with a price reduc-
tion communicated by WOM led to the lowest perceived 
price expensiveness (positive valence: Mreduction = 3.18, 
 SDreduction = 1.51, Mincrease = 4.86,  SDincrease = 1.39, p < 0.001; 
negative valence: Mreduction = 4.44,  SDreduction = 1.78, 
Mincrease = 5.30,  SDincrease = 1.45, p < 0.001).

Fig. 2  Study 2: Conceptual model of innovativeness within price-related WOM
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We postulated a moderating role of GI on the interaction 
effect between valence and change on price expensiveness. 
Although the multivariate tests did not show a significant 
effect, we decided to analyze the between-subjects effects in 
order to check for a possible impact on price expensiveness. 
The test revealed a marginally significant effect, support-
ing H4 (F(1, 441) = 3.645, p = 0.057, partial η2 = 0.008, obs. 
power = 0.478). Innovators generally perceived the price 
expensiveness to be higher in the context of a price increase 
communicated by WOM compared to a price reduction, and 
the effect of WOM valence was roughly the same in both 
price change contexts (positive valence: Mreduction = 3.29, 
 SDreduction = 1.39, Mincrease = 4.76,  SDincrease = 1.38, p < 0.001; 
negative valence: Mreduction = 4.21,  SDreduction = 1.90, 
Mincrease = 5.37,  SDincrease = 1.44, p < 0.001). For imi-
tators, a price increase also led to a general feeling of 
higher price expensiveness compared to a price reduc-
tion (positive valence: Mreduction = 3.05,  SDreduction = 1.65, 
Mincrease = 4.98,  SDincrease = 1.40, p < 0.001; negative 
valence: Mreduction = 4.70,  SDreduction = 1.62, Mincrease = 5.20, 
 SDincrease = 1.46, p = 0.102). However, for imitators, the 
effect of valence was far stronger in the context of a price 
reduction communicated by WOM compared to a price 
increase. Figure 3 illustrates this relationship. Using the 
PROCESS macro and continuous data of GI showed that 
the three-way interaction of valence, change, and GI led 
to a small increase in R2 in the context of perceived price 
expensiveness (R2-change: 0.0062, p = 0.0622). Since mul-
tivariate tests indicated a significant main effect of GI, we 
examined the effect of GI on price fairness and found it to be 
significant (F(1, 441) = 12.723, p < 0.001, partial η2 = 0.028, 
obs. power = 0.945). Innovators perceived the price fair-
ness to be higher compared to imitators, which supported 
H5a (Minnovator = 4.98,  SDinnovator = 1.65, Mimitator = 4.48, 
 SDimitator = 1.54). All relevant effects of the MANOVA can 
be tracked in Table 2.

To test the mediation effect postulated in H5b, we 
deployed nonparametric bootstrapping as the state-of-the-
art and most sophisticated concept to analyze the mediating 

relationships between variables (Preacher and Hayes 2004; 
Preacher et al. 2007). Our approach was to include product 
purchase innovativeness (PPI) as a mediator between GI and 
price fairness. While employing the PROCESS macro in 
SPSS, we chose model 4 to depict the postulated relation-
ship. A mediation can be rated as significant whenever the 
95% bias corrected and confidence intervals do not include 
0 at p < 0.05 (two-tailed) (Preacher and Hayes 2004). Using 
5000 bootstrapped samples, mediation analysis revealed a 
significant effect of GI on PPI (CI [0.5970, 0.7163]) and of 
PPI on price fairness (CI [0.0682, 0.3677]), showing that 
higher GI led to higher PPI (a = 0.6566, p < 0.001), which 
in turn led to higher price fairness (b = 0.2179, p < 0.005), 
supporting H5b. Including PPI as a mediator led to an insig-
nificant direct effect of GI on price fairness (CI [− 0.0887, 
0.1864]), indicating the importance of the indirect path 
with 95% CI not containing 0 (CI [0.0401, 0.2426]). The 
total effect model supported the outcomes of the MANOVA 
with a significant effect of GI on price fairness (c = 0.1920, 
p < 0.001, CI [0.0950, 0.2889]).

Discussion

The results of the second study helped us to obtain a deeper 
understanding of the role of innovativeness within price-
related WOM regarding price perception. We were able 
to show that price expensiveness was always experienced 
higher when being confronted by communication about a 
price increase, no matter how the personal assessment of 
the WOM sender is. However, WOM valence had an influ-
ence and it was stronger in the context of a price reduc-
tion. This outcome gives a completely novel insight into an 
understanding of triggering WOM by stressing the impor-
tance of inducing positive WOM while offering a discounted 
price. We were able to further understand this process by 
including general consumer innovativeness as a trait. While 
WOM valence had roughly the same influence for innova-
tors in both price change contexts, imitators change their 
price expensiveness perception drastically in the context of 

Fig. 3  GI moderating the inter-
action effect of valence*change 
on price expensiveness
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a price reduction when being confronted by negative or posi-
tive WOM about that price. Additionally, we were able to 
support the characterization of innovators as more daring 
and interested in new products, as we found them to have a 
generally higher price fairness perception. Being less criti-
cal about prices could be one of the key drivers allowing 
innovators to try out novel products. A first step to further 
understanding the process of price perception by innovators 
has been made by discovering that product purchase innova-
tiveness mediates the effect of general consumer innovative-
ness on perceived price fairness.

General managerial discussion

It is well known that WOM is one of the most influential 
and growing drivers in the marketplace, and prices are 
among the dominant topics in conversations between con-
sumers (Allsopp et al. 2007; Bansal and Voyer 2000; Kozi-
nets et al. 2010; Lexis et al. 2013; Siems and Gerstandl 

2011; Zhu and Zhang 2010). Nevertheless, while exploring 
different fields of WOM, research has been sparse on the 
topic of price-related WOM (Siems and Gerstandl 2011). 
This study aimed to shed light onto the field by focus-
ing on the price perception of consumers who engage in 
communication about prices. It is the first to explore the 
price fairness and expensiveness perception of a price-
WOM recipient. To reach our research goal, two studies, 
including two MANOVAs and one mediation analysis, 
were performed.

Concerning the main objectives of this study, we were 
able to reveal the ambivalent impacts of WOM valence and 
price change communicated by WOM on price fairness and 
price expensiveness. Price-WOM seems to be as persuasive 
and effective as WOM in general with valence as a stronger 
predictor of price fairness and price change as a stronger pre-
dictor of expensiveness (Bristor 1990). The awareness that 
WOM can influence consumer behavior has been extended 
by demonstrating the sweeping impact on individual price 
perceptions (Bone 1995; Engel et al. 1969; Hennig-Thurau 

Table 2  Tests of between-
subjects effects for Study 2

a R-Square = .217 (corrected R-Square = .205)
b R-Square = .124 (corrected R-Square = .110)
c Computed using alpha = .05

Source Type III 
sum of 
squares

df Mean square F Sig Partial 
Eta 
squared

Observed  powerc

Corrected model
 Price expensiveness 289.967a 7 41.424 17.496 .000 .217 1.000
 Price fairness 145.548b 7 20.793 8.913 .000 .124 1.000

Intercept
 Price expensiveness 8746.969 1 8746.969 3694.500 .000 .893 1.000
 Price fairness 9998.364 1 9998.364 4286.066 .000 .907 1.000

Valence*Change
 Price expensiveness 21.015 1 21.015 8.876 .003 .020 .844
 Price fairness .051 1 .051 .022 .883 .000 .052

Valence*Change*GI
 Price expensiveness 8.631 1 8.631 3.645 .057 .008 .478
 Price fairness 2.674 1 2.674 1.146 .285 .003 .188

GI
 Price expensiveness .667 1 .667 .282 .596 .001 .083
 Price fairness 29.679 1 29.679 12.723 .000 .028 .945

Error
 Price expensiveness 1044.096 441 2.368
 Price fairness 1028.747 441 2.333

Total
 Price expensiveness 10,275.444 449
 Price fairness 11,331.000 449

Corrected total
 Price expensiveness 1334.063 448
 Price fairness 1174.296 448
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and Walsh 2004; Herr et al. 1991; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; 
Zhang et al. 2018).

Several studies have emphasized the relevance of opin-
ion leadership for grasping WOM, as opinion leaders tend 
to spread WOM about a specific category (Feick and Price 
1987; Goodey and East 2008; Yang and Laroche 2011). We 
found that opinion leaders react more strongly to positive or 
negative price-WOM when making their price fairness judg-
ment, compared to non-opinion leaders. Although this find-
ing seems to be counterintuitive, because opinion leaders are 
supposed to be the market actors who influence others rather 
than the ones being influenced, it can be explained by the 
two-step flow model of communication (Katz and Lazarsfeld 
1955; Lazarsfeld et al. 1968). Since opinion leaders work 
as intermediaries between mass media and their followers, 
they used the positive/negative WOM message in our study 
as their initial cue because they could not obtain the relevant 
information about the price through mass media and took a 
rather extreme stance on the price fairness judgment to pos-
sibly influence their followers subsequently. Additionally, 
we find that our assumption that the individual character-
istics of opinion leaders allow them to accept the valence 
of a price-related WOM message is confirmed (Ruvio and 
Shoham 2007).

To obtain comprehensive insights, we took consumer 
innovativeness into account, as it traditionally has strong 
explanatory power relative to consumer behavior and the 
diffusion of WOM (Feick and Price 1987; Hauser et al. 
2006; Hirschman 1980). We were able to reveal a mod-
erating impact of general consumer innovativeness on the 
interaction between price-WOM valence and price change 
communicated by WOM on price expensiveness. Supporting 
traditional research on WOM, we were able to identify imita-
tors as easily influenced by WOM about a price (Bass 1969). 
Since both parts of the interaction effect are spread by WOM 
(valence and price change), the moderating effect applies for 
both, leading to a moderated interaction. Especially in the 
context of a price reduction, the price expensiveness percep-
tion of imitators can be strongly influenced by positive/nega-
tive WOM. Innovators as well as imitators perceive the price 
expensiveness to be higher in the context of a price increase 
compared to a price reduction. Furthermore, we found a 
significant direct effect of general consumer innovativeness 
on perceived price fairness in terms of innovators gener-
ally perceiving the price fairness to be higher. This could 
be an expression of the reluctance of innovators to spend 
time and effort on adopting new products (Steenkamp et al. 
1999; Tellis et al. 2009). Therefore, our insights expand past 
findings about innovativeness in the direction of behavioral 
pricing. To obtain an even deeper understanding, we pro-
posed product purchase innovativeness to mediate the effect 
of general consumer innovativeness on perceived price fair-
ness and found this effect to be significant. This knowledge 

lets us support the three-pronged approach of innovativeness 
for the field of pricing, as general consumer innovativeness 
leads to higher product purchase innovativeness, which in 
turn leads to a higher price fairness perception representing 
actualized innovative consumer behavior (Bartels and Rein-
ders 2011). Thus, product purchase innovators are a specific 
group among innovators which is notably less critical on 
their price fairness judgment. As recent research has shown 
that first-time life events can raise the level of consumer 
innovativeness, some general innovators might develop into 
product purchase innovators (Koschate-Fischer et al. 2018).

Theoretical and research contributions

As the study at hand is, to the best of our knowledge, the first 
to analyze the price perception of price-WOM recipients, it 
contributes to existing studies and theories in many ways. It 
(1) verifies the transferability of general WOM discoveries 
to the largely unknown field of price-WOM, (2) advances 
knowledge about the role of opinion leadership within the 
process of the diffusion of price-related WOM, and (3) pro-
vides insights into different forms of consumer innovative-
ness within the price perception formation process.

Past research has demonstrated that WOM is generally 
very persuasive and effective in influencing consumer behav-
ior (Bristor 1990). We were able to reveal direct effects of 
price-WOM valence and price change communicated WOM, 
supporting the historical findings on WOM and expanding 
them to the field of price-related WOM and consumer price 
perception. Furthermore, this study extends past research 
in the field of behavioral pricing by pointing out that con-
sumers’ individual price fairness perceptions can work as 
a buffer to smooth not only directly visible price increases 
but also price increases communicated by WOM (Bolton 
and Alba 2006; Campbell 1999; Homburg et  al. 2005, 
2010). By analyzing the interaction effect, it can be stated 
that price-related WOM is most effective with many cues in 
the sense of a WOM message that includes both an opinion 
of the WOM sender and information about a price change. 
Therefore, the awareness that the strength of expression of 
a WOM message is important can be confirmed for price-
related WOM (East et al. 2008).

Since opinion leaders are widely known for their ability to 
influence other individuals in their environment, the findings 
of this study are counterintuitive, as we found them to be 
more easily influenced by negative and positive price-WOM 
concerning their individual price fairness perception com-
pared to imitators (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955). We expected 
this relationship, as opinion leaders had no access to mass 
media in our study, and therefore relied upon WOM, which 
was presented in a manipulated scenario. Nevertheless, the 
understanding of opinion leaders within behavioral pricing 
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must be reconsidered due to this finding. We expanded past 
research on innovators that describes them as individuals 
trying new things, taking chances, and coping with uncer-
tainty, by revealing that they do not easily buy things but 
also generally perceive prices to be fairer (Bruner et al. 
2005).

We can neither support nor reject the understanding of 
innovators as being relatively immune to WOM (Midgley 
and Dowling 1978). While we found innovators to be equally 
influenced by positive or negative WOM in a price reduction 
and price increase setting, imitators were heavily influenced 
by the opinion of the WOM sender in a price reduction set-
ting and less influenced when being confronted by a price 
increase. The role of product purchase innovativeness as 
a mediator between general consumer innovativeness and 
consumers’ price fairness perception lets us resume Arndt’s 
(1967) classical study on the diffusion of a new food prod-
uct. We assume that it is the small group of product pur-
chase innovators in particular that drives the diffusion of 
new products, due to their positive price fairness assessment 
combined with their influence.

This study showed that the two-step flow model of com-
munication is applicable to the role of opinion leaders in the 
field of price-WOM (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Lazarsfeld 
et al. 1968). It revealed that WOM can be an initial cue for 
opinion leaders’ price fairness perception in the context of 
an absence of mass media. This leads to a novel understand-
ing of opinion leadership, as they are widely understood as 
market actors who influence others while not being influ-
enced themselves. The accessibility–diagnosticity model 
is well known as one of the most important theories for 
assessing the chance of a cognition to be used as an input 
for a judgment (Feldman and Lynch 1988; Lynch 2006). The 
study at hand showed its applicability to behavioral pricing. 
We found price-WOM valence to be more diagnostic for 
price fairness judgments and price changes communicated 
by WOM for price expensiveness perceptions. This finding 
is not only highly relevant for the valuation of specific price-
WOM cues for price perception judgments but also shows 
that it is not possible to generally determine one specific 
part of a WOM message to be more diagnostic than another. 
Consumers’ diagnosticity evaluation is far more complex, as 
it depends on the pursued area of judgment.

While innovators usually adopt very early, it can be stated 
that they accept the price-WOM message in this specific 
context and adjust the individual price fairness percep-
tion, possibly as a precursor to potential buying behavior 
(Midgley and Dowling 1978). We revealed product purchase 
innovativeness to positively mediate the effect of general 
consumer innovativeness on price fairness, suggesting that 
product purchase innovators’ aspiration for newness is even 
stronger compared to that of general innovators. To dif-
fuse a new product, they are the group of innovators that 

particularly evaluates price fairness to be higher, supporting 
our idea that the driving force within the historical study 
by Ryan and Gross (1943) to initiate buying behavior was 
product purchase innovator.

Marketing and pricing implications

The findings of this research offer several important implica-
tions for marketing practitioners. Especially in the field of 
pricing, a growing need for practices that consider ethical 
and psychological circumstances of consumer perceptions 
can be observed and the study at hand contributes to this 
topic by exploring consumer price discussions (Rest et al. 
2020). Primarily, this research shows the importance of con-
versations among consumers about prices. As price-related 
WOM has a strong impact on consumers’ price perceptions, 
and there has been only very limited research on the topic 
thus far, our findings shed light on this influential field and 
offer new insights that should be taken into account by eve-
ryday marketing management.

One of the key insights that this study offers to manage-
ment is the ambiguity between a WOM sender’s opinion and 
a 20% price change communicated by WOM concerning the 
WOM recipient’s price perception. While WOM valence is 
a stronger predictor of price fairness, a price change is a 
stronger predictor of price expensiveness. Therefore, a cor-
responding marketing strategy depends on the goal of the 
firm: Whenever the price of a product is supposed to be 
perceived as fair, a company should induce positive price-
related WOM. If the company, on the other hand, is inter-
ested in a consumer judging the price to be inexpensive, 
pricing can realize better results by reducing the price by 
20% and fueling WOM about this price change. However, 
decision-makers can reach the best outcomes by initiating 
WOM that includes different cues about a price. A WOM 
message including a positive opinion of the WOM sender 
and information about a price reduction will lead to the low-
est perceived price expensiveness.

Concerning opinion leadership, this study has shown that 
an understanding of opinion leaders as individuals who only 
influence the decisions of others is not applicable for price-
related WOM in the context of an absence of mass media 
(Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Rogers and Cartano 1962). In 
this setting, a WOM sender’s opinion about a price can influ-
ence the perceived price fairness of an opinion leader in a 
stronger way compared to that of a non-opinion leader. This 
recognition makes opinion leaders a valuable target of firms 
interested in affecting consumers’ price fairness perception 
and follows recent findings about the importance of opin-
ion leaders as advocates of a firm’s services (Viswanathan 
et al. 2018). When influencing opinion leaders’ price fair-
ness perception using rated WOM, they might successively 
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fulfill their role and influence potential customers. Thus, 
impacting opinion leaders with price-related WOM might 
lead to a self-reinforcing process which in turn quickly leads 
to an updated price fairness perception of a large group of 
demanders. Since online bloggers and influencers act as 
opinion leaders, it can be worthwhile to target these mar-
ket actors with offline price-related WOM to pursue subse-
quent impacts on their followers (Gnambs and Batinic 2012; 
Uzunoğlu and Kip 2014). This might especially be applica-
ble in a context where no information about the product’s 
price is being transmitted via mass media.

This study has revealed that in addition to opinion leader-
ship, another useful sector concerning price-WOM pertains 
to consumer innovativeness. Generally, innovators are less 
critical when forming their price fairness judgments. Busi-
nesses can take advantage of innovators’ high interest in new 
products by targeting them as a segment not being sensible 
in terms of their price fairness perception (Feick and Price 
1987). In contrast, imitators are more prone to price-WOM 
when evaluating their feeling of expensiveness towards a 
product compared to innovators. This applies exceedingly 
when imitators derive information about a price reduction 
from a WOM conversation and confirms the understanding 
of imitators as individuals being easily influenced by WOM 
in the context of a price reduction communicated by WOM. 
Therefore, a WOM sender’s opinion is of invaluable impor-
tance in influencing imitators when firms launch a price offer 
that is being spread by WOM.

Limitations and directions for future 
research

The purpose of this article was to shed light on the field of 
price-related WOM and price perception. To obtain com-
prehensive insights, the constructs of opinion leadership 
and innovativeness were considered to segment consumers. 
Nevertheless, this work does not claim completeness in this 
under researched topic. A great deal of previous research 
into communication between consumers has been able to 
show an adoption of behavior due to WOM (Bone 1995; 
Engel et al. 1969; Hennig-Thurau and Walsh 2004; Herr 
et al. 1991; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Zhang et al. 2018). 
The present study has revealed an updated price perception 
due to WOM. At this point, it cannot be convincingly deter-
mined whether the changed price perception is a precursor to 
the behavioral patterns examined in the past. A future study 
could tackle this issue and clarify the role of the current 
findings for subsequent observable behavior.

As we have clarified the role of opinion leaders and 
innovators within the process of price-related WOM and 
price perception, new questions concerning these segmen-
tation variables arise. We have found opinion leaders to 

be specifically prone to price-WOM in a context without 
access to mass media. However, we are not able to clarify 
whether this is a specific finding for the research string 
of behavioral pricing, or whether it can be generalized to 
WOM as a whole. As for innovators, we have found them 
to have a higher perception of price fairness in general. 
Given that this result is a completely new addition to our 
understanding of innovativeness, it can be assumed that it 
is not the only reason for the specific behavior of innova-
tors. Future research could clarify which other drivers lead 
innovators to try out new and different products.

Our use of scenarios meant that we deployed specific 
situations leading to very particular implications, though 
not general insights. By adapting these manipulations, 
many of the findings could be generalized. In line with 
past research, we used a price change of 20% as part of 
the WOM message (Gupta and Cooper 1992; Homburg 
et al. 2010; Marshall and Na 2000). By doing so, the study 
at hand offers very specific implications regarding under 
which circumstances a price change leads to a more ben-
eficial consumer price perception and under which circum-
stances the induction of WOM is the better decision. Thus, 
it lacks insights into other amounts and forms of price dis-
counts or increases. The same applies for WOM valence, 
as our approach only distinguished between a positive and 
a negative opinion of the WOM sender. To obtain further 
insights, it is necessary to conduct research on different 
gradations of WOM valence as well as on neutral WOM.
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