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Abstract 

Despite the value given to individuals on Organizational Buying Behavior, there’s 

been an implicit distinction in the buying behavior literature between individual 

buying and organizational buying. Individuals have always organized themselves 

and collaborated with peers to achieve their goals in the marketplace and word-of-

mouth (WOM) is seen as a powerful mechanism to support it. The purpose of the 

study is to address the lack of research focused on the use of WOM by individuals 

engaged in organizational decision making and particularly the process of 

information collection through WOM communication by an organizational buying 

center facing a “new task” purchase situation, to support the decision process.  In 

order to answer the purpose an analysis of three cases was undertaken, using data 

collected through questionnaires and interviews. The main results show that WOM is 

highly present in B2B environment and it’s highly valuated by deciders when facing a 

new task type of purchase. Also, those WOM sources selected by buyers have a 

crucial role in shaping the acquisition process and in influencing its outcome. Finally, 

implication for B2B marketers and researchers are discussed. 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

In this chapter, the reader is introduced to the background of the research. The 

problem area, as well the motivation and purpose of the research are explained 

afterwards. Finally, the disposition of the thesis is presented. 

1.1 Background 

 

According to Webster (1965), to understand organizational buying behavior/industrial 

buying behavior (hereafter referred as OBB) it is necessary to examine both 

organizational and individual decision-making, since, as emphasized by Webster & 

Wind (1972), individual behavior is the base of all organizational buying behavior. 

The same authors also made clear that it is the specific individual who is the target of 

the marketing effort, not the abstract organization (ibid). 

 

Despite the value given to individuals on OBB, there’s been an implicit distinction in 

the buying behavior literature between the context of individual buying and 

organizational buying, that lead to a bifurcated approach to the development of 

theory (Wilson, 1999). Authors have been pointing that this distinction should be 

questioned but few have challenged it. One of the notable exceptions is Fern and 

Brown (1984), following some early attempts to interpret organizations as consumers 

(Nicosia and Mayer, 1976), as well, families as small organizations (Lilien, 1987). 

These authors defended the suitability of regarding individuals and organizations as 

comparable, rather than treating them as empirically, theoretically and conceptually 

distinct. 

 

It’s a widely accepted notion that word-of-mouth communication (hereafter referred 

as WOM) plays an important role in shaping individual’s attitudes and behaviors 

(Brown and Reinegen 1987) and WOM was, since earlier times, identified as a 

powerful communication tool (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955). It’s also acknowledged 

that individuals have always organized and collaborated with their peers to achieve 

their goals in the marketplace. Both empirically and conceptually, the existence of 

“personal networks” (Brooks 1957), “informal communication networks” in the 
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industry (Czepiel 1974) and of “referral networks” (Reingen and Kernan 1986) have 

been identified.  

 

In an increasingly networked society active individuals are naturally engaged in 

intense WOM interactions, both while acting as private consumers, but also as 

professionals working within organizational contexts. Contrasting with the vast 

coverage given to the role of WOM in individual choices, is the absence of the study 

of WOM usage in organizational contexts, and its use in purchasing decisions. 

Although this latest application is empirically and naturally accepted as inevitable 

due to the presence of individuals, its study is scarce.  

1.1 .2 Understanding OBB 

 

Wind and Thomas (1980), as a result of the vast amount of prior research, summed 

up the characterization of OBB into three major aspects: The Buying Center, The 

Buying Process, and Factors Affecting the Organizational Buying Center and 

Process.  

 

Cyert (1956) may have been the first to observe that a number of managers in 

addition to the purchasing agent are involved in organizational purchasing, and the 

concept was labeled "buying center" and popularized by Robinson, Faris, and Wind 

in 1967. Webster and Wind famously identified five buying roles within these buying 

centers: (1) user; (2) influencer; (3) buyer; (4) decider; and (5) gatekeeper (Webster 

and Wind, 1972). Further categories have been suggested as the “initiator” by 

Bonoma, 1981, and “analyst” and “spectator” by Wilson, 1998 while others have 

emphasized that these members can be drawn from other functional areas than 

purchasing or marketing (Katrichis, 1998), and that different roles and functional 

representatives are likely to have varying influence at different stages of the 

purchasing process (ibid).   

 

It is known that by identifying the members of the group that participate and influence 

the decision-making process, to understand its creation and the dynamics of 

information exchange among all actors and participating organizations can avoid 
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wasting their marketing efforts on irrelevant individuals, and instead, concentrate 

their efforts on the most influential members (Wind 1972).  

 

Many researchers invested attention in modeling the buying process (Robinson et 

al.; Sheth, 1973; Webster, 1965; Wind & Thomas, 1980) and several mapped the 

industrial buying process considering either a type of industry, a type of organization 

or product (e.g. Webster, 1965; Robinson et al.; Ozanne & Churchill, 1971; Wind, 

1978; Wind & Thomas, 1980).  

 

As referred by Kauffman (1996), in his literature review, despite of differences 

among the models, all those models share the acknowledgment of the same 

conceptual stages as problem recognition, information search, evaluation and some 

kind of formal decision phase. Those stages appear either merged or individualized, 

through different levels of detail implied in characterizing each one (ibid). At the core 

of all models is then a sequence or “mental” process of decision making that is 

transversal to all models.  

 

Strong attention was also given to analyzing how is the buying behavior of 

organizations determined by the type of purchase situation. Various authors have 

considered this variable in their analysis (Jackson et al., 1984; Wilson et al., 1991; 

Dawes et al., 1992; McWilliams et al., 1992). All of them use the traditional 

classification of buying situations from Robinson et al. (1967), i.e. “straight rebuy”, 

“modified rebuy” and “new task buy”. This classification is built on three dimensions: 

the degree of novelty of the tasks to be carried out to reach a final decision on the 

purchase, the need for information and the number of alternatives considered. The 

model proposed by Robinson et al. (1967) is still useful for identifying participants in 

the buying process, specifying the circumstances under which an individual 

participates and determining the influence of each participant. 

1.2 Organizational versus consumer buying behavior 

 

As stated by Fern and Brown (1984), there is more variance within both 

organizational marketing and consumer marketing than there is between the two. 

Some of the differences that have been noted include the existence of more 
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variables and greater difficulty to identify process participants in organizational than 

in consumer situations (Moriarty, 1983). Also, in organizational situations there is a 

perception of greater use of marketing information, greater exploratory objectivity in 

information collection, greater formalization in information analysis and a smaller 

degree of surprise in information collected (Deshpande and Zaltman, 1987). A 

number of similarities have also been identified, as the fact that purchase and use of 

activities of one individual or sub-unit affect the other group members, as members 

are aware of who has what power over resources (Zaltman and Wallendorf, 1979). 

Other parallels include: relative influence of group members, incongruous 

perceptions of influence, and variance of relative influence with stage of the 

purchase process (Fortin and Ritchie, 1980).  

 

Fundamentally, it is safe to assume that the apparent rationality of any organizational 

purchasing decision, large or small, is moderated by political, social, cultural, 

individual, behavioral and perceptual influences, just as in consumer buying 

decisions (Foxall, 1993). What emerges from recent studies of organizational buying 

behavior is a general recognition that a greater emphasis should be placed on the 

personal and social aspects of buying processes (ibid).  

1.3 Word-of-mouth among organizational decision makers 

 

Word-of-mouth has been defined as consisting of “informal communications directed 

by consumers at other consumers about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of 

particular goods and services and/or their sellers (Westbrook 1987). 

 

Most of the popular literature states that word-of-mouth communication is one of the 

most powerful forces in the marketplace. This is primarily because consumers 

frequently rely on informal and/or personal communication sources in making 

purchasing decisions as opposed to more formal and/or organizational sources such 

as advertising campaigns (Bansal and Voyer 2000).  Because of its high level of 

credibility compared to commercial sources, WOM is “highly persuasive and 

extremely effective” (Bristol, 1990). 
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WOM influence is easier to predict when dealing with a new buying situation and 

particularly if the quality of the product is hard to assess prior to purchase as the so-

called “products of experience”, based on the expression “products with experience 

attributes” (Nelson, 1970). Dichter (1966) talked about the ‘aha’ experience which 

only occurs through a WOM exchange when the individual genuinely comprehends 

the problem or the solution and why that solution is the right solution for him through 

‘expressive movements’ better understanding of needs, tangible evidence, or 

secrecy/hesitation in conversational settings. Such ‘aha’ experiences are 

appreciated and consciously sought after, hence individuals engage in WOM 

conversations (ibid). 

 

When a purchase decision is associated with a high-perceived risk, consumers try to 

cope with uncertainty by seeking information from an experienced source (Bansal 

and Voyer, 2000). As noted earlier, in many cases, individuals find advice from their 

peers very reliable and are likely to act upon it (ibid).   

 

Brown and Reingen (1987) in their research on social ties and WOM first found that 

weak-ties (people that a person does not see very often) are more likely than strong-

ties (close friends and relatives) to serve as bridges through which WOM referrals 

flow across groups. In other words weak ties are more crucial in explaining macro 

phenomena of interpersonal communication. They also found that the receiver’s 

decision making is more influenced by information obtained from strong-ties than 

weak-ties and that the more homophonous the tie, meaning communication among 

similar individuals, the more likely it is activated for the flow of referral information 

(ibid). Bansal and Voyer (2000) also stated that WOM enables legitimization of the 

decision by deferring responsibility to the peer group. That aspect has been earlier 

recognized by Katz (1955) that observed that individuals’ motivation to attain status 

steers them toward conformity with their social group and as a result, leads them to 

consult WOM for guidance on purchase of products, practices, and behaviors. 

 

It is also recognized that interpersonal communication often takes place during the 

decision-making process: “A person evaluates a new idea and decides whether or 

not to adopt it on the basis of discussions with peers who have already adopted or 

rejected the idea”, states Bass (1969) when referring to the adoption of new 
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products. Though WOM may be especially critical in the context of the diffusion of 

innovations, there is little reason to believe that it is not important for established 

products or services as well (Richins 1983). 

 

Organizational researchers since at least the time of Mintzberg (1973) have 

observed that informal communication is the dominant activity of managers. Sproull 

(1984) reviewed the evidence from seven studies of managerial communication, 

focused on managers from mid-level rank (e.g. school principals) as those at the 

most senior levels (e.g. college presidents), where it was found that verbal 

interaction accounted for about three-quarters of managers' work days, and that 

about 50% of that verbal interaction consisted of unscheduled face-to-face meetings 

and another 12% consisted of unscheduled telephone calls. Together these figures 

indicated that almost 50% of the typical manager's time is consumed by unscheduled 

conversation considered as informal communication (ibid). In general, informal 

communication appears to be a frequent and hence important activity through which 

managers find out information, communicate opinions, and make decisions (ibid).  

1.4 Research Problem  

 

Organizational buying behavior theory had an early development in the 1950s and 

1960s. As result OBB theory is still dominated by a paradigm of large manufacturing 

organizations. The reality is that organizational purchasing is both professional and 

behavioral, to differing degrees, just as is consumer buying, as it has been portrayed 

by more recent research performed by the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing 

Group (IMP Group). As the research performed by the IMP group shows that focus 

has been increasingly set upon the effect of interpersonal and inter-organizational 

relationships, within and between specific occasions of organizational purchasing. 

The latest configures the area of the present study. 

 

We seem to know little about the informal customer dominated communications 

channels such as word-of-mouth communication (Reingen & Kernan 1986). The 

word-of-mouth interaction process is usually considered "invisible" for the company 

(Richins 1984). There is particularly scarce understanding about what WOM is, how, 

when, and why it works in a context of organizational purchasing.   
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Individual information-search behavior in the context of purchasing has attracted 

much research attention, since decades ago. Cox (1963) concluded that personal 

influence became more important as an information source the greater the perceived 

risk of the purchase and argued that when faced with risk or uncertainty in a buying 

situation, consumers seek information from a variety of sources Cox (1967). Nelson 

(1970) identified that WOM is used as a way of reducing purchase complexity and 

product novelty and the same was sustained by Roselius (1971), that found WOM to 

be a risk reliever factor. Lutz and Reilly (1973) highlighted WOM was the most 

important risk reducing factor more recently WOM was confirmed as especially 

influential in a risk purchase situation (Still, Barnes and Kooyman, 1987).  

 

The motivation of the study is to address the lack of research focused on the use of 

WOM by individuals engaged in organizational decision making and particularly the 

process of information collection through WOM communication by an organizational 

buying center facing a “new task” purchase situation, to support the decision 

process. This leads us to formulate our research problem as: How can the use of 

WOM in OBB be described in a new task situation? 

 

In order to successfully address this overlap of OBB and WOM, the study will be 

supported in both OBB theories and theories matured in the field of individual buying 

behavior that will be applied in an organizational setting. The objects of the study are 

buying centers in universities departmental units. The choice relies on the belief of 

being beneficial for the study to address a particular organizational environment and 

social group where it was empirically shown that peer cooperation; inter-

organizational contacts and informal communication through WOM are likely to 

occur.  

1.5 Thesis Disposition 

 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. In this chapter, the reader is introduced to 

the background of the research, followed by the framing of the problem in the area of 

research and research purpose. In the second chapter, the reader is provided with a 

literature review of previous research conducted within the area of the overall 
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purpose, which settles the theoretic references for the study. Then the reader is 

presented with the research questions based on the thesis purpose and on the 

theories. The frame of reference further specifies the theories that will be used. In 

the fourth chapter, the methodology used for this thesis will be discussed. The fifth 

chapter will handle the empirical findings (cases), which consists of the gathered 

data, which is then analyzed in chapter sixth. The seventh and final chapter consists 

of the conclusion and implications. General conclusions are drawn based on the 

findings of the research conducted, as well as, implications for further research.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

In the previous chapter, an introduction and background to the research area of this 

study was presented, as well as the overall purpose of research. This chapter 

presents a review of literature and previous research conducted on the research 

area. 

2.1 Organizational Buying Behavior  

 
The last 35 years of research on the topic of OBB are well encapsulated by the 

Johnston & Lewin’s article (1996) and by the Kaufmans’ (1996) literature review. The 

first authors presented an integrated model of OBB combining findings from the 

original work performed by prominent authors as Robinson, Faris & Wind (1967), 

Sheth (1973), and Webster & Wind (1972, 1980) and added new aspects developed 

in recent years.  

 

Wind and Thomas (1980), as a result of the vast amount of prior research, resumed 

the characterization of IBB into three major aspects: The Buying Center, The Buying 

Process, and Factors Affecting the Organizational Buying Center and Process.  

 

As the article illustrates, the extensive amount of research conducted consolidated 

the existence and relevance of three dimensions:  

 

• The buying process; 

• The buying center; and 

• Factors affecting the buying center 

 

The following is an explanation of these three dimensions as presented through an 

historical review of research conducted on each one. 

2.1.1 The Buying Process 

 
Many researchers have emphasized the importance of modeling the buying process 

(Robinson et al.; Sheth, 1973; Webster, 1965; Wind & Thomas, 1980) and several 
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mapped the organizational buying process (e.g. Webster, 1965; Robinson et al.; 

Ozanne & Churchill, 1971; Wind, 1978; Wind & Thomas, 1980). 

 

As referred by Kauffman (1996) all those models share the acknowledgment of the 

same relevant conceptual stages as problem recognition, information search, 

evaluation and formally some kind of decision phase. Those stages appear either 

merged or individualized, through different levels of the detail implied in 

characterizing each one (ibid).  

  

One of the first models mentioned by Kauffman is the Webster’s model from 1965. 

Despite its conceptual simplicity, its importance lays on the fact that it settled the 

foundations toward a rationalization of the organizational buying process. That fact 

justified its selection for more elaborated description on this review.  

 

In 1967, the Marketing Science Institute in the U.S.A provided support for an in-

depth examination of organizational buying behavior. The result of this effort was 

Robinson, Faris, and Wind's (RFW) Organizational Buying Process model, which 

incorporated the “Buygrid Framework”. Its selection for review is justified by the fact 

that it raised the concept of the “Buygrid”, (“Buyphases” and “Buyclasses”), which 

became elementary to the analysis of the buying process.  

 

Together, these two works laid the conceptual foundations for the study of OBB, 

based on which, hundreds of articles have been published that either extended or 

tested the models proposed by these scholars.  

2.1.1.1 Webster's (1965) Model  
 
Webster's (1965) conceptualized organizational buying process was at the time the 

outcome of interviews with 135 individuals in 75 companies. It comprises four 

stages, as illustrated by the picture (figure 2.1):  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1. A model of organizational buyer behavior (reconstructed from Webster, 1965). 
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The conceptual stages can be described as: 

 

Problem recognition: Identification of a perceived difference between goal and actual 

performance possibly solved by a purchase. It can’t be seen as a completely 

objective and rational process since it may result from different and even 

unpredictable factors as review of suppliers’ performance, new product launch, and 

work process change.  

 

Buying responsibility: Refers to the definition of the individuals responsibilities in the 

buying organizations, which it’s influenced by aspects of product technical 

complexity, importance to the firm, individual specific knowledge and individual’s 

formal responsibility.  

 

The search process: Refers to the methods followed by individuals in order to gather 

information. The search process typically starts with the definition of goals and 

specifications, which are then used to define choice criteria and will condition the 

search for information. 

 

The choice process:  Refers to organizations’ purchasing rules consisting of 

objectives, policies, and procedures. The choice process generally consists of three 

stages comprising of suppliers qualification, offers comparison towards specifications 

and comparison of offerings with each other, and ending with the selection of a 

supplier. 

2.1.1.2 Robinson, Faris & Wind (1967) – The “Buygrid”  

 
As mentioned before the “Buygrid framework”, (shown in the figure below) was 

introduced in 1965 by Robinson, Faris and Wind.  It provides the frame of reference 

within which organizational buying occurs. The Buygrid concept incorporates a 

matrix form comprising “Buyphases” – eight purchase decision steps - and 

“Buyclasses” – three-purchase situations -constituting a more extensive buying 

process compared with Webster (1965).  
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Table 2.1. The Buygrid analytic framework for organizational buying situations (Robinson, Faris & 
Wind, 1967, pp 14). 

 
 

The authors define the buying situation, or “Buyclasses”, as the systematization of 

the complexity of organizational buying situations. The “Buyclasses” idea is based 

upon the notion that for any given buyer, when purchasing the same product, 

individual buying patterns and buying process will differ (ibid). Although, the 

presented phases may not necessary follow the sequential appearance and 

shouldn’t be considered mutually exclusive, the identification of these phases 

became fundamental to the understanding of organizational buying. 

 

The “Buyclasses” 

Three Buyclasses or buying situations are present in the model namely, new task, 

modified rebuy and straight rebuy. These can be described based upon three 

dimensions (ibid):  

 

• Newness of the problem to the buying influences and decision makers.  

• Information requirements of the buying influences and decision makers.  

• New alternatives given serious consideration by the buying decision makers.  
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The fundamental characteristics of each “Buyclass” are illustrated in the matrix 

below.  

 

 

Table 2.2. Distinguishing characteristics of buying situations (Robinson, Faris & Wind, 1967, pp. 25). 

 

New Task  

The problem is new from the perspective of the buying influence and when 

compared with other problems in the past. Little or no experience exists in the 

organization, which leads to the gathering of large amount of information and 

alternatives ways as well as suppliers. New task situations occur relatively 

infrequently (ibid). 

  

Straight Rebuy 

It is the most common situation in organizational purchasing (Robinson et al.). 

Purchase of the same solution considered before since the company possesses 

experience regarding the matter. Quantity may change from as well as suppliers but 

selection is made from a previously approved selected group. Needs are considered 

satisfied and the investment needed to search for better offers on the market is not 

considered worth (ibid).  

 

Modified Rebuy  

The buyer possesses relevant experience. This situation differs from the straight 

rebuy since new alternatives are considered, without implying new supplier. 

Commonly firms re-evaluate their straight rebuys' and evaluate existing suppliers. 

Modified rebuy usually occur from those (ibid). 

2.1.2 The Buying Center  

 
Johnston & Bonoma (1981) justifies that it was Robinson et al. who first used the 

term buying center in 1967. The concept of the buying center implies to all those 
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members being a part of the buying process (Robinson, Faris & Wind, 1967; Vyas & 

Woodside, 1984).  

 

Dimensions of the Buying Center 

Johnston & Bonoma (1981) developed five structural and interactive dimensions of 

the buying center that can be specified and determined. Those are shown below.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2.3. Dimensions of the buying center (Bonoma, 1981). 

 

 

Roles in the Buying Center  

There are several roles identified between the members of a buying center (Webster 

& Wind, 1972; Bonoma, 1982). These are; the initiator, influencer, decider, buyer, 

user and gatekeeper. Bonoma (1982) describes these roles further, as shown below. 

 

ROLES ACTIVITY 

Initiators 
The individuals within the organization who first recognize 

the need for a service or product 

Influencers 
The individuals who affect a buying decision either 

indirectly or directly 

Deciders 
The individuals who have the authority to decide which 

supplier that will provide the product or service 

Buyers The individuals who will actually make the purchase 

Dimension of the Buying Center Description 

Vertical involvement 
The amount of organizational levels exerting 

influence and communicating in the buying center.   

Lateral involvement 
The number of separate departments, divisions and 

functional areas involved in the buying decision.  

Extensivity 
The total number of persons involved the buying 

process.  

Connectedness 

The degree of how much members in the buying 

center are linked to each other by direct 

communication.  

Centrality 
Degree of the buying manager's influence on the 

decision  
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Users 
The individuals within the organization who will use the 

product or service. 

Gatekeepers 
The individuals who control the flow of information into the 

buying center. 

 
Table 2.4. Members of the buying center and their roles. (Bonoma, 1982, pp. 113). 

 
 

Bonoma (1982) continues explaining that the more complex a buying decision the 

larger the decision unit may get. The same individual can undertake several roles, as 

well as any role can be carried out by several individuals (Webster & Wind, 1972; 

Bonoma, 1982).   

2.1.3 Aspects influencing the buying process and the buying center  

 
Several influences of different nature affect the buying process and the buying center 

previously addressed (Wind and Thomas, 1980; Johnston & Lewin, 1996):  

• The buying situation  

• Environmental   

• Organizational  

• Interpersonal   

• Personal  

• Additional influences  

 

Buying Situation 

The Buying Situation or “Buyclasses” aspect (previously explained as a component 

of Robinson, Faris & Wind (1967) “Buygrid” model) is recognized as an influence 

both to the process as well to the buying center. Previous research found that 

importance given to evaluation attributes when evaluating a certain supplier is 

dependent on the different “Buyclasses”. (Dempsey, 1978; Robinson et al.). 

 

Environmental Influences  

Sheth’s (1973) explained that decisions do not always include only individuals from 

the buying process. Therefore, it is important to understand if the purchasing 

decision is being made jointly or autonomous. As listed below, Sheth highlights six 

main factors related to the environment of the product/service and organization that 

can be influent.   
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Product specific Organization specific 

Perceived risk: Uncertainty of making the wrong 

decision 

Company orientation: Type of company 

may determine which group carries 

more weight i.e. managers, engineers 

Type of purchase: One-time opportunity or 

regular purchase 

Company size: Large size promotes 

joint, more participated decisions 

Time pressure: Leads to more delegation on 

one party 

Degree of centralization: If large the 

decision-making tends to be jointly 

 
Table 2.5 - Environmental factor affecting the buying process and the buying center according to 

Sheth (1973) 

 

Organizational Influences  

Decision makers act differently when facing decision due to different influences 

received (Webster & Wind, 1972). The reason for this is that buying tasks are 

derived from organizational tasks and goals, such as development plans, specified 

budgets, etc.  Organizational influences also include aspects as communication, 

workflow, individual authority and status, as well as technology. Buying technology – 

meaning the equipment available in the organization to facilitate the process of 

buying - may affect not only what is bought but also the buying process itself.  

 

Interpersonal Factors and the Buying Center  

According to Webster & Wind (1972), three classes of variables must be identified to 

understand influences in the buying decision process:  

 

• Recognition of the different roles between buying center members.  

• Understanding of the interaction among individuals in the buying center 

• Understanding the dimension that makes the group functioning has to be 

identified.  

 

The authors conclude that the understanding of the interpersonal relationships in the 

buying organization is a highly significant source for the development of any 

marketing approach or offer (ibid.). Sheth (1973) gives a description of joint decision-

making by individuals in the buying center. It starts with the initiation of the decision 

to buy, which is followed by the gathering of information, evaluating alternative 
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suppliers and settle conflicts between the parties who must jointly decide. Sheth 

states that the most significant task of the joint decision-making process is the 

assimilation of information, deliberations on it, and the inevitable conflict which most 

joint decisions involves (ibid).  

 

Individual behavior is the base of all organizational buying behavior (Webster & 

Wind, 1972). Either in groups or alone, individuals are the ones analyzing, deciding 

and acting to perform the purchase. Buyer’s personal attributes will inevitably affect 

their response to the situation.  

 

The primarily relevant attributes are known to be personality, perceived role set, 

inspiration, learning, and reception skills (ibid). Also, different expectations are 

known to arise among the individuals involved in the buying process Sheth (1973), 

determined by the background of individuals, their information sources, active 

search, perceptual distortion and satisfaction with past experiences. These factors 

compose the psychological world of the organizational buyer (ibid). 

 

Considering the focus of the current work, these concepts are relevant for 

description. Sheth (1973) pinpoints the background of individuals as the most 

significant factor of each of the persons involved in the buying process. Differences 

in education, demographic characteristics, social and life style backgrounds generate 

different goals and perceptions among the actors. Information sources and active 

search include the sources of information each person is exposed to and how much 

they may condition the search for information.  Active search refers to the persons 

responsible to actually undertake the buying actions. Perceptual distortion expresses 

that each person involved in the buying process will attempt to judge and to make 

the received information consistent with his own knowledge, generating different 

interpretations of the same information. This factor probably constitutes the most 

difficult factor to quantify. Satisfaction with past purchases explains that levels of 

satisfaction of each person will differ according to their past experiences (ibid).  

 

Additional Influences  

Thomas & Wind (1980) discussed additional factors capable of influence the 

decision process. They are Inter-organizational factors, regarding the relationships 



                                                                                                                                                  18 

between the buying and selling organizations, the industries marketing variables, 

aspects as market positioning, price and distribution capacity, and, competitor’s 

marketing strategies (ibid).  

 

Further on, Johnston & Lewin (1996) stated that the general categories gathered 

from the original authors missed to capture all the concepts, factors and relationships 

required to understand complex behavioral outcomes and group decision-making. 

The authors added two factors acting at the intra-firm level to complete the original 

constructs, role stress and decision rules (ibid).  

 

Decision rules are influenced by factors from environmental, organizational, buying 

and selling characteristics (Vyas & Woodside, 1984) and they are expected to 

change through the stages of the decision process. These rules can be formal and 

explicit in some organizations, e.g. procedures for selecting suppliers but as well, 

informal and based on buyers' experience (ibid).  

 

Role stress is composed by role ambiguity and/or conflict during the decision 

process. The authors explain ambiguity as the level to which relevant information 

may be missing about expectations related with the purchase, purchasing methods 

and the consequences of role performance. Conflict is explained as the result from 

incompatibility between purchase expectations of the different actors.  

2.2 Word-Of-Mouth  

 

The existing literature can be classified into three streams of research at two 

different levels, the macro level – WOM between populations or societal groups – 

and the micro level – individual to individual. The first research stream category 

focuses on the reasons why individuals proactively spread the word about products 

and services they have experienced (WOM supply). The second stream of research 

aims at better understanding information seeking behaviors, or, more specifically, 

under what circumstances individuals rely on WOM communications more than on 

other sources of information to make a purchase decision (WOM demand). A third 

stream of research studies why certain personal sources of information have more 

influence than others.  
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For the concern of this study we undertook a revision of WOM research at the micro-

level.  

2.2.1 WOM at the Micro-level Theory  

 

As mentioned WOM studies tend to make a distinction between WOM supply and 

demand based on the assumption that one of the parties is a net source and the 

other is a net recipient of WOM, Although in any actual WOM episode, 

recommendations, opinions, information, and influence are likely to flow both ways. 

 

Recent reviews of WOM literature as the one carried out by Ozcan (2004) show that 

the research conducted can be compiled in terms of the antecedents, 

consequences, and moderators of WOM, based on three general constituent factors 

for WOM at the level of the participant.  

 

• Product (covering the consumption entity) 

• Individual Self (related to the human entity) 

• Community (corresponding to the social relation)  

2.2.1.1 WOM Supply 

 

Product-Antecedents: The link between judgment of product quality and WOM has 

also received considerable research attention (Bloemer et al. 1999; File et al. 1992; 

Harrison-Walker 2001; Hartline and Jones 1996; Zeithaml et al. 1996). In this stream 

of research, WOM is seen as a behavioral response to an outcome of quality.  

 

For some individuals, WOM can be used as an “exit” response to frustration with 

product quality. On the opposite side, for some others it might be a behavioral 

manifestation of a latent “loyalty” towards the brand or the supplier. As in quality 

judgments, satisfaction can lead to WOM via an exit-voice-loyalty logic (Hirschman’s 

1970). Satisfaction/dissatisfaction research, largely, adopts the view that negative 

WOM is a species of complaint behavior. To the extent that satisfaction has affective 

bases (e.g., Westbrook and Oliver 1991), the argument given earlier about the affect 

to WOM route has validity as well (Westbrook 1987). 
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Involvement with a product naturally equips an individual with the ability and 

motivation to initiate product-related conversations with others. Dichter (1966) 

observed that one’s frequent and/or intense occupation with a product or service 

produces excess thoughts and emotions that can be easily recalled in WOM 

episodes, oftentimes willfully so, in order to relieve the tension or relive the 

experience. Intense involvement with advertising messages, likewise, creates a 

readiness and willingness to engage in WOM about the message or the product. 

Reviewing prior empirical evidence, Arndt (1967b) confirmed this association 

between involvement and WOM transmission. Dissatisfaction with a product deemed 

to be important by the individual is especially loaded with WOM potential (Blodgett et 

al. 1993). 

 

Product-Consequences: As referred by Oscan (2004) there is an absence of studies 

on product-related consequences on WOM communication on the source. Therefore, 

a cause-effect relation between WOM and loyalty but cannot be asserted at this 

time. 

 

Product-Moderators: Researchers have been able to isolate several product-related 

factors that moderate the incidence, extent, and valence of WOM activity. Price 

sensitivity for the product, for one, has been found to correlate highly with WOM 

transmission. Following a dissatisfactory experience, individuals have been shown to 

engage in more or less WOM conversations depending on the severity (Brown and 

Beltramini 1989; Richins 1983), inconvenience (Brown and Beltramini 1989), and 

controllability (Blodgett et al.1993; Blodgett, Wakefield, and Barnes 1995; Brown and 

Beltramini 1989), and stability of the problem (Blodgett et al. 1993; Blodgett et al. 

1995; Swanson and Kelley 2001), as well as the perceived likelihood of a successful 

redress (Blodgett et al. 1993; Blodgett et al. 1995). Positive outcomes regarding 

complaint handling and redress, such as the distributive and interactional justice of 

the redress arrangement and the timeliness of recovery, can yield favorable 

consequences for a provider as individuals tend to say more positive things about 

the provider (Blodgett and Anderson 2000; Blodgett et al. 1993; Blodgett et al. 1995; 

Swan and Oliver 1989; Swanson and Kelley 2001). 

 



                                                                                                                                                  21 

Individual Self-Antecedents: WOM conversations can be entered into in order to 

advance the interests of the individual self. In these situations, product-related 

comments, opinions, disclosures, and recommendations serve as mere accessories. 

Whyte (1954) vividly documented how individuals used the latest product news or 

experiences as “conversational gambits” in social exchanges with their neighbors. 

Dichter’s (1966) research revealed that individuals construct, assert, and affirm their 

sense of self as they use WOM as a tactic to gain attention, exhibit connoisseurship, 

suggest pioneering spirit, demonstrate insider information, connote status, 

evangelize, confirm own judgment, and assert superiority. 

 

Individual Self-Moderators: Several demographic, psycho graphic, and personality 

variables have been studied to establish their moderating influence on WOM 

behavior. Age moderates WOM, as older individuals tend to supply more referrals; 

most probably because of their larger social networks built over the years (File, 

Mack, and Prince 1994b; Gremler and Brown 1999). In business-to-business 

contexts, buyers of privately or family owned firms transmit more WOM as do buyers 

of smaller and less-experienced firms (File et al. 1994a; File et al. 1994b) 

 

Over the years, significant research attention has been devoted to determining the 

personality-related moderators of WOM supply behavior. Lazarsfeld et al. (1944) had 

introduced the two-step flow theory of communication, which had as its linchpin a 

group of people called “opinion leaders”. Subsequent research identified the 

personality characteristics and WOM propensity of opinion leaders (King and 

Summers 1970; Myers and Robertson 1972; Richins and Root-Shaffer 1988). 

Similarly, innovativeness has been advanced as a personality trait that is associated 

with high levels of WOM generation potential (Engel, Kegerreis, and Blackwell 1969; 

Midgley and Dowling 1978; Rogers 1962). Recently, researchers have suggested 

“market mavens” as a category of people who tend to disseminate WOM in many 

product categories (Feick and Price 1987). 

 

Individual Community-Antecedents: One’s involvement and concern with other 

individuals can result in WOM behavior as well. Dichter (1966) proposed sentiments 

of neighborliness, care, friendship, and love as motives for sharing with other 

individual’s enthusiasm in and benefits of products and services used. Following 
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their social exchange model of interpersonal communication, Gatignon and 

Robertson (1986) hypothesized that WOM information and advice would be 

transmitted or suppressed depending on the stock of obligations one has towards, or 

expects from, another individual. 

 

Individual Community-Moderators: Research done by Festinger et al. (1950) showed 

how the transmission of information and opinions between individuals depended on 

the relevance of the topic for the group and its normative structure. Along similar 

lines, Katz et al. (1955) demonstrated that situations of collective problem solving 

stimulate WOM conversations. An individual’s propensity to engage in WOM might 

be moderated by the strength of the social tie that exists between himself and the 

potential recipient. This has been suggested and experimentally validated by 

Frenzen and Nakamoto (1993). 

2.2.1.2 Micro-level Theory of WOM Demand 

 

Product-Antecedents. Several product-related antecedents that motivate an 

individual to seek WOM from a source have been identified in the literature. The 

long-standing research stream in diffusion of innovations holds that one’s stage in 

the purchase decision process will determine whether mass media or WOM sources 

will be consulted to proceed further in the (Rogers 1962). 

 

Dichter (1966) talked about the ‘aha’ experience which, contra mass 

communications, only occurs through a WOM exchange when the individual 

genuinely comprehends the problem or the solution and why that solution is the right 

solution for him through ‘expressive movements’ better understanding of needs, 

tangible evidence, or secrecy/hesitation in conversational settings. Such ‘aha’ 

experiences are appreciated and consciously sought after, hence individuals engage 

in WOM conversations. The now-classical diffusion of medical innovations study by 

Coleman et al. (1966) made the argument that WOM is used not only to acquire 

vicarious learning experience that reduces risk and uncertainty (more recently 

Bansal and Voyer 2000) but also to legitimize one’s decision by deferring to the peer 

group, none of which is available through traditional mass media channels. 
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Product-Consequences: Following a word-of-mouth conversation, several 

consequences obtain with respect to the product. In a recent study, Bickart and 

Schindler (2001) found that exposure to word-of-mouth information from others 

increased the individual’s interest in the topic as those sources are perceived to be 

more credible, relevant, and empathic. WOM has been shown to influence a 

recipient’s expectations with regard to service quality (Webster 1991), a result that is 

likely to hold for products as well. Arndt (1967b) observed that, because of its 

reliability, trustworthiness, social support, pressure, and surveillance qualities, WOM 

leads to attitude and behavior change or resistance. In simulated WOM experiments, 

for example, Herr et al. (1991) found that exposure to WOM resulted in significant 

differences in terms of product judgments vis-à-vis a control group. In a similar 

experimental setup, Bone (1995) obtained significant effects for post-usage product 

judgments as well. In the context of “experience products” as movies, Eliashberg et 

al. (2000) has found that, upon receiving positive WOM from others, individuals 

move from undecided status to considerer status which might result in purchase if a 

movie-going occasion presents itself before too long. Finally, studies have also 

shown the influence of WOM information on purchase intents (e.g., Hauser et al. 

1993). 

 

Product-Moderators. Arndt (1967b) identified several product-related factors that 

moderate the effects of antecedents on the decision to seek out WOM. Complexity of 

the product might go either way, as it gets more difficult to hold WOM conversations 

with everyone to the same degree of sophistication but the pressure to resolve the 

informational tasks is so much greater. Duhan et al. (1997) showed that product 

decisions with higher levels of task difficulty enlist WOM sources with stronger social 

ties. 

 

Arndt (1967a) found that positive WOM tends to increase the likelihood of purchase, 

but individuals’ risk perceptions moderate this effect. Gatignon and Robertson (1985) 

proposed that word-of-mouth would affect recipients who initiated it (i.e., in an active 

information seeking mode) more than those who did not, a hypothesis later 

corroborated by Bansal and Voyer (2000). Along similar lines, it has been suggested 

and validated that the potency of WOM received is determined by its consistency 

with other existing information that the individual possesses (Bone 1995; Gatignon 
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and Robertson 1986). A related cognitive finding is that one’s familiarity with the 

product moderates the impact of WOM on purchase intentions and brand attitudes, 

such that both positive and negative WOM has a bigger impact on individuals who 

are unfamiliar with the product (Sundaram and Webster 1999). Gilly et al. (1998) 

found similar results with respect to the moderating effect of recipient’s expertise on 

product evaluation consequences of WOM, in the durable goods category. 

 

Individual Self-Antecedents: Few prior researchers have looked at self-related 

factors of WOM demand behavior. One exception is Katz et al.’s (1955) observation 

that individuals’ motivation to attain status steers them toward conformity with their 

social group and as a result, leads them to consult WOM channels for guidance on 

purchase of products, practices, and behaviors. 

 

Individual Self-Moderators: Arndt (1967a) found that individuals who are centrally 

positioned in social networks tend to seek out more WOM from their peers. 

Reviewing evidence from earlier studies, he concluded that later adopters more so 

than the earlier adopters consulted word-of-mouth, as the latter also rely on other 

information sources, unless it is a “high risk experience good” they are trying to 

evaluate (Arndt 1967b). 

 

Individual Community-Antecedents: Sometimes it is one’s relation with another 

person that stimulates or suppresses WOM seeking behavior. Mangold et al. (1999) 

observed several such antecedents of WOM seeking behavior. Individuals, 

sometimes, in the course of a larger conversation coincidentally find themselves 

talking about products and services without prior planning or the existence of a prior 

motive to do so. More often than not, however, an individual will observe another 

individual’s purchase or its outcome and get curious, as a result of which he might 

inquire for the story. The WOM source might not express his satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction explicitly but the recipient might sense that and ask further questions 

about it too. There could also be situations in which two individuals collectively try to 

select a service and WOM communication ensues. 

 

Individual Community-Moderators: Dichter (1966) established two conditions that will 

determine whether an individual will use another individual as a WOM source, one of 
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which is the perception that the source genuinely cares for the interests and well 

being of the recipient and other is that the source’s seeming experience with and 

knowledge about the product or situation is credible.  Further empirical studies 

confirm this pattern that individuals are known to consult others who are similar to 

them in many ways (i.e.,“homophonous”) and share strong social ties with them both 

in end-user (Brown and Reingen 1987; Reingen and Kernan 1986) and business-to-

business contexts (Czepiel 1974; Midgley, Morrison, and Roberts 1992). 
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Chapter 3. Problem Discussion And Frame Of Reference  

In this chapter, the problem addressed by the study is discussed, along with the 

theoretical frame emerged out of the literature review, within which the research 

questions are formulated. Delimitations of the study are also mentioned. 

3.1 Problem Discussion 

3.1.1 OBB 

 

As questioned by Wilson (1998), while referring to the dichotomy between individual 

and organizational buying behavior, “Why should we assume that separate theories 

are necessary to explain the exchange behavior adopted by the same individual 

when placed in different contexts?” 

 

Organizational purchasing is both professional and behavioral, to differing degrees, 

just as is consumer buying (Wilson 1998). Demarcations between organizational and 

consumer buyer behavior, founded on the apparent assumption that consumers buy 

as willful individuals while organizations purchase as a rational group (ibid). As 

presented before, much of the research on OBB was concerned with developing 

normative models of buying behavior based on implicit assumptions of managerial 

rationality (e.g. Webster’s model). These models tend to present a process as a 

series of compartmentalized phases managed sequentially, reflecting major capital 

equipment purchases, where careful analysis and discussions through formal 

organizational channels took place  

 

Those models reflected an organizational environment where purchasing managers 

acted with delegated discretion, virtually as individuals, who implicitly ignored or 

underestimated phenomena as WOM communication inter and intra the buying 

center. Although there is theoretical ground to assume that the use of WOM among 

organizational decision makers addresses similar purposes as when used by an 

individual consumer, that application hasn’t been thoroughly tested. The use of 

WOM in organizational buying decisions arises then as pertinent area of study, 

justifying particular study.  
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An element of specificity brought to the study is the buying situation faced b the 

studied cases. Out of the three possible buying situations (or ”buyclasses”) namely, 

“new task”, “modified rebuy” and “straight rebuy” (Robinson, Faris & Wind, 1967) the 

authors chosen to address cases handling a “new task” situation. The purpose is to 

maximize the aspects that characterize a “new task” situation, namely the “newness 

of the problem” to the buying center and the investment made on information 

retrieval to support the decision (information requirements), which is assumed to 

promote the use of WOM communication among the participants. 

3.1.2 WOM 

 

According to Cox (1968) previous word-of-mouth research does not give too much 

attention to the contextual aspects. The crucial weakness of previous research in 

informal communication has been its failure to capture the social structural context 

within which such communication is embedded (Richins 1983 and Reingen and 

Kernan 1986). Due to the predominant methodology and terminology, the word-of-

mouth research has not been able to identify the word-of-mouth phenomenon and 

the word-of-mouth interaction process in a naturalistic context. Both individual and 

contextual factors must be considered in order to explain the word-of-mouth 

phenomenon (ibid). To attend these identified lacks, we focus the study on a specific 

known social group (i.e. academic faculty) opting for a narrower but in-depth analysis 

of cases. 

3.2 Research problem and Research Questions 

 

The motivation of the study is to address the lack of research focused on the use of 

WOM by individuals engaged in organizational decision making and particularly the 

process of information collection through WOM communication by an organizational 

buying center facing a “new task” purchase situation, to support the decision 

process. The problem is applied to a specific social group and organizational setting 

(academic faculty/university).  
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Figure 3.1. Research questions 

 

3.2.1 Discussion of the research questions 

 

The rationale behind the formulated research questions follows a sequence of 

identifying “when, why and by whom” is WOM being used throughout the buying 

process. Respectively, questions aim to spot if and when during the process is WOM 

occurring, the purpose or motivation of the buying center to seek for WOM 

interaction and finally the understanding of the individuals interacting, in what 

concerns the formal or informal roles assumed in the process.  

 

Assuming as reference the conceptual process illustrated by Webster's Model 

(1965), theory clearly points the presence of WOM in the early stages of “need 

understanding” and “problem recognition” and inevitably acknowledges it as an 

information retrieval mechanism used in information search stages. By being present 

in the beginning of the buying process, WOM inevitably ends up being determinant 

to the course of the whole process. Although, studies have never been particularly 

concerned in “following” the presence of WOM and of “external WOM sources” 

throughout the whole process. The first research question tries exactly to address 

that and to promote understanding on the “mechanism of influence” by illustrating 

“how”. Literature facts were not identified to exclude the possibility that WOM might 

be also present or influence stages as “definition of buying responsibility” or even to 

actively present in the “choice” stage itself. Therefore, in a qualitative manner, the 

RQ 1 In what stages of the buying process is WOM used?

RQ 2 How can the individuals using WOM in the buying process be described? 

RQ 3 How can the purpose of using WOM in the buying process be described? 

RQ 4 How can the individuals providing WOM to the buying process be described?

Research Problem

How can the use of WOM in OBB be described in a new task situation?

RQ 1 In what stages of the buying process is WOM used?

RQ 2 How can the individuals using WOM in the buying process be described? 

RQ 3 How can the purpose of using WOM in the buying process be described? 

RQ 4 How can the individuals providing WOM to the buying process be described?
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question is expected to help understanding to which extent might WOM be capable 

of “shaping” the process and it’s several stages in particular.  

 

The second question addresses the motivation of the buying center participants in 

engaging in WOM contacts. The content arising from this question will be analyzed 

in conformity to the aspects that are more often mentioned as the main drivers to 

seek for WOM. Those are the buyer wish to attain a clear understanding of their 

need and ability to conceptualize the problem is one of the main drivers (Dichter 

1966), the will to comply with “social, group or peer pressure” (Katz, 1955); Bansal 

and Voyer, 2000) and the purpose of mitigating the risk and difficulty entailed in the 

purchase (Nelson, 1970; Roselius 1971; Still, Barnes and Kooyman 1987). 

 

The third and fourth questions aim to get a description of the roles and behaviors of 

the participants throughout the process, both the “internal” ones (buyer’s buying 

center) as the “external” ones (considered WOM sources outside the buyer’s 

organization), in the context of OBB theory. The question tries to evaluate the 

positioning of the members of the buying center towards the WOM sources and 

evaluate how the latest ones affects the dimensions that classically characterize a 

buying center, as popularized by Johnston & Bonoma (1981). 

 

Also the question is expected to allow checking if the individuals acting as WOM 

sources act relevantly and systematically enough throughout the process, acquiring 

enough influence to eventually reclaim a specific and acknowledge “role” of their own 

in the process. Classical OBB literature still treats WOM sources as incidental or 

casuistic participations, which in our belief deserves to be questioned. 

3.3 Frame of Reference  

 

Emerged out of the theory mentioned in the first chapter and then reviewed, the 

following picture illustrates the theoretical references that frame the study. 
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Figure 3.2 Frame of Reference 

 

3.4 Study Delimitation 

 

The present study and its research problem are clearly limited in different aspects, 

apart from the intended scale of the study and time constraints. It is of course 

industry specific, both for reasons of objectivity and also based on the inductions 

presented by former studies (as mentioned in Chapter 1) that academic populations 

possess specific characteristics regarding the usage of informal communication that 

would help to better configure the problem and promote the achievement of better or 

more conclusive findings. Regarding the aspects investigated more would be to 

explore, particularly concerning the criteria of choice in the election of WOM sources. 

The definition of the investigation perimeter intended to keep the study strictly within 

the buying behavior theoretical framework. 
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4. Methodology 

In this chapter the procedure of the research is presented. We will describe the 

methods used and the steps taken to undertake the research.  

4.1 Research Purpose 

 

According to Yin (2003), the purpose of a given research is to state what is to be 

accomplished by conducting that same research and how the upcoming results can 

be used. . According to Reynolds (1971) and Yin (2003) research can be divided into 

different groups of nature and purpose, namely, exploratory, descriptive or 

explanatory.  

 

Exploratory research is appropriate when a problem is difficult to structure and when 

there is uncertainty regarding what models to use, what characteristics and relations 

that are important. The research is designed to allow an investigator to just “look 

around” with the respect to some phenomenon, with the aim being to develop 

suggestive ideas. (Reynolds, 1971). The purpose of an exploratory research is to 

gather as much information as possible about a specific subject. It is further common 

to use many different sources to gather this information. The technique that is best 

suited for information gathering when performing an exploratory research is 

interviews (Yin, 2003).  

 

The objective of descriptive research is to provide a description of various 

phenomenon connected to individuals, situations or events that occur. The purpose 

might be to develop empirical generalizations. Once such generalizations begin to 

appear, they are worth explaining, which might lead to theory development 

(Reynolds, 1971). Moreover, descriptive research is often used when a problem is 

well structured and there is no intention to investigate cause/effect relationship (Yin, 

2003).  

 

The objective with an explanatory research is to analyze cause-effect relationship, 

explaining what cause produces what effects (Yin, 2003). According to Reynolds 

(1971), the goal with the explanatory study is to develop a theory that could be used 
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to explain the empirical generalization that was developed in the descriptive stage. 

This provides a cycle of theory construction, theory testing and theory reformulations 

(and back to step one).  

 

The research purpose and research question of this thesis indicates that this study is 

primarily descriptive. This study is descriptive, since it is our intention to describe the 

area of research and try to explain the data collected in order to find out the 

differences and similarities with frame of reference.  

4.2 Research Approach 

  

While conducting a research, there are different ways to address the matter. 

Research approaches can be divided in two categories, first deductive versus 

inductive research and secondly qualitative or quantitative. It’s quite clear from the 

starting that our research is deductive due to the way we developed our purpose and 

research questions. We have stated the existing theories relating to our research, 

which will be later compare with reality. Finally, we aim to draw logical conclusions 

from our findings.  

 

The qualitative and quantitative methods refer to the way one chooses to treat and 

analyze the selected data. Selectivity and distance to the object of research 

characterize a quantitative approach, whereas a qualitative approach is 

characterized by nearness to the object of research. Both approaches have their 

strengths and weaknesses and neither one of the approaches can be held better 

than the other one. The best research method to use for a study depends on that 

study’s research purpose and the accompanying research questions (Yin, 2003). 

There is one significant difference between these two approaches. In the quantitative 

approach, results are based on numbers and statistics that are presented in figures. 

In the qualitative approach, the focus lies on describing an event with the use of 

words. Which approach to choose depends on the problem definition together with 

what kind of information is needed. The two approaches are used as per their 

suitability and also be used in combination (Holme & Solvang, 1997).  
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The quantitative approach is also characterized by study of few variables on a large 

number of entities. To find answers to its research problem, this is normally done in a 

broad sense by using surveys with already set answering alternatives. Furthermore, 

this approach is considered especially useful when conducting a wide investigation 

that contains many units (Holme and Solvang, 1997).  

 

Characteristics of qualitative studies are that they are based largely on the 

researcher's own description, emotions and reactions (Yin, 2003). The qualitative 

approach also includes a great closeness to the respondents or to the source that 

the data is being collected from (Holme & Solvang, 1997). It is characterized by 

gathering abundant information and to investigate several variables from a few 

numbers of entities. To make use of the possibility to gather high quality data, the 

most common way to do this is with the use of case studies and interviews where no 

set answering alternatives are being offered (Holme and Solvang, 1997).  

 

As the intention with this thesis is to describe, and find as complete and detailed 

information as possible, the qualitative approach is the most suitable method. That is 

based on the fact that its purpose is to gain better understanding of how word-of-

mouth is used in a context of Organizational Buying Behavior. For doing so, we 

established close contact with the subjects, instead of a generalized approach.  

4.3 Research strategy  

 

According to Yin (2003), there are five primary research strategies in the social 

sciences: experiments, surveys, archival analysis, histories, and case studies. Each 

strategy has its own advantages and disadvantages depending on three conditions:  

 

• The type of research question posed.  

• The extent of control an investigator has over actual behavioral events.  

• The degree of focus on contemporary, as opposed to historical, events.  

By applying Yin’s (2003) reasoning and solely looking at the stated research 

questions, it appears that an experiment, history or a case study could fit as 

appropriate strategies. We have chosen to conduct our research with the help of the 
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case study, which is generally superior when answering "how" and "why" questions 

about a specific topic Yin (2003).  

 

As the research questions in this study is based on how questions, the investigators 

have no control over the actual behavioral events, and the focus of the study is on 

the “how” of a contemporary event, the choice stands between conducting a survey 

or a case study (or studies). However, as it has been stated that this research will 

have a qualitative approach, a survey is not appropriate because of its quantitative 

character. Therefore, the strategy chosen for this thesis is the case study. More 

specifically, a case study is an empirical research that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context, when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context are not clearly evident and in which multiple sources of evidence are 

used. This definition not only helps us to understand case studies, but also 

distinguishes them from the other research strategies (Yin, 2003). According to Yin 

(2003), a case study can involve a single and a multiple-case study. The single case 

study makes an in depth investigation regarding only one entity, such as an 

organization or a decision. However, when making a multiple-case study, two or 

more entities are studied which gives the opportunity of comparisons. Yet, there is a 

risk with the multiple-case study, since each case might be less in-depth investigated 

(Yin, 2003). Also, according to Miles and Huberman (1994), the use of multiple-case 

studies will add to the confidence of the findings. By investigating similar and 

contrasting cases, the researchers have the opportunity to better understand the 

findings than if they came from a single case (Miles and Huberman, 1994).  

 

We have selected multiple case studies as our research strategy. It was consider to 

be the most appropriate strategy as the thesis aims for deeper and detailed study, 

but at the same time having an opportunity for comparison between different cases. 

This gives us the opportunity to discover similarities and differences between the 

cases.  

4.4 Data Collection  

 

Yin (2003) states, “a major strength of case study data collection is the opportunity to 

use many different sources of evidence”. By using multiple measures of the same 
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phenomenon, the validity of any scientific study increases. Findings or conclusions 

resulting from a case study are likely to be more convincing and accurate if based on 

several different sources of information. No one of the different sources has a 

complete advantage over the others. The different sources are highly 

complementary; hence, as many sources as possible should be used (Yin, 2003). 

The six most commonly used sources for data collection in case study is: 

documentation, archival records, interview, direct observations, participant-

observation, and physical artifacts. All these sources have their own strengths and 

weakness (Yin, 2003).  

 

The data collection methods that will be used for this research are interviews and 

documentation. The interview is chosen as the major primary data collection method 

because of its strength in focusing directly on the topic of the case study. Interviews 

can be conducted personally or via telephone. Some potential disadvantages with an 

interview are that it can be biased on poorly constructed questions, there is a risk for 

reflexivity, i.e. that the interviewee tells the interviewer only what he/she wants to 

hear (Yin, 2003). Yin (2003) describes the following three different types of 

interviews: open-ended, focused, and structured.  

 

The most commonly used interview method is the open-ended, where the researcher 

asks the respondent unstructured questions, thus allowing the interview to be more 

of a discussion. The respondents can be asked for facts as well as their own 

personal opinion. When a focused interview takes place, the respondent is 

interviewed during a brief period of time. Still, the character of the interview is open, 

and it may be conducted by a conversation between the respondent and the 

researcher. However, the researcher is most probably following a questionnaire. The 

purpose with a focused interview could be to confirm certain facts that are already 

known to the researcher. The third form of interview, survey, is more of a 

combination of an interview and a survey. The interview is structured and based on 

predetermined questions (Yin, 2003).  

 

For this research, interview will be performed personally and via telephone. 

Telephone interview was considered because of the geographical distance from the 

interviewee as well as limited time and financial resources. Then interview guide is 
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written in English and interview is also conducted in English in order to avoid any 

chance of misinterpretations and translations errors.  Also an interview guide was 

send in advance to the interviewed, so that they would have sufficient time to 

prepare for the interview and gather necessary information.  

4.5 Sample Selection  

 

When conducting research, it is often impossible, impractical, or too expensive to 

collect data from all the potential units of analysis included in the research problem. 

Hence, a smaller number of units, a sample, are often chosen to represent the 

relevant attributes of the whole set of units, the population. Because the samples are 

not perfectly representative of the population from which they are drawn, the 

researcher cannot be certain that the conclusions will be generalized to the entire 

population. (Graziano & Raulin, 1997)  

 

For our thesis, we will use multiple-case sampling, because multiple cases could add 

confidence to findings. By looking at a range of similar and contrasting cases, we 

can understand the case finding, grounding it by specifying how and where and, 

possible, why it carries on as it does (Yin, 2003).  

 

For reasons of information access, the elected sample was the departmental units of 

Swedish universities and its management faculty. The studied cases were the ones 

of three Swedish universities, located in different places in the country (Linköping, 

Lund and Upsala), that, in a period of less than a year, adopted an innovative 

software application from a Swedish company named Designtech (precisely an 

Internet based platform intended to support inter-organizations research and project 

cooperation conducted by geographically dispersed work groups). The closeness of 

one of the authors (Designtech employee) to the three purchases allowed him to 

notice of the fact a strong presence of WOM among with external sources took place 

throughout the process, therefore constituting what we believe to be a “fertile” 

sample to study.  

 

Finally, the persons approached in each purchase situation and buyer (University 

department) were the protagonists that conducted the whole process. The closeness 
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of the authors to the situation also allowed each individual to be interviewed, 

personally and over telephone and to get in-depth and detailed information on each 

case.  

4.6 Data Analysis 

  

Data analysis consists of three concurrent flows of activities. These three are data 

reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification. Data reduction 

should not be considered to be separate from analysis, but a part of it. This reduction 

of the data helps to sharpen, sort, focus, discard, and organize the data in a way that 

allows for final conclusions to be drawn and verified (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

 

• Data reduction should not be considered to be separated from analysis, but as a 

part of it. This reduction of the data is analysis that helps to sharpen sort, focus, 

discard, and organize the data in a way that allows for “final” conclusion to be drawn 

and verified. Data can be reduced and transformed through such means as 

selection, summary, paraphrasing, or through being subsumed in a large pattern.  

 

• Data display is the second major activity which the research should go through, and 

this means taking the reduced data and displaying it in an organized, compressed 

way so that conclusions can be more easily drawn. These authors explain that, 

“humans are not powerful processors of large amounts of information,” and that 

“extended text can overload humans’ information-processing capabilities” .It is 

further explained that good display are, “a major avenue to valid qualitative analysis”. 

In conclusion, they state that, as with data reduction, the creation and use of display 

is not separate from analysis, but it a part of it.  

 

• Conclusion drawing and verification is the final analytical activity for the qualitative 

researcher. It is here that the researcher begins to decide what things mean. They 

do this by noting regularities, patterns, explanations, possible configurations, causal 

flows, and propositions. However, Miles and Huberman (1994) also add that 

competent researcher should hold such conclusions lightly, while maintaining both 

openness and degree of skepticism. The research followed these three steps for 

data analysis. First, we reduced the data so that only the important and relevant 
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ones were discussed. As we conducted a multi case study all the reduced data was 

displayed, so that within-case and cross-case analysis could be done. And finally we 

drew conclusions and verified our findings with the theories explained before. 

 

� Regarding the cross-case analysis a judgment is made concerning the level of 

engagement in WOM between individuals and external WOM sources. That is made 

by attending to both the frequency of contacts and the depth of those contacts (level 

of detail in the information transacted). Whereas for measurement purposes, a scale 

of “Low” and “High” is used, in which more than one contact is regarded as “High”.  

4.7 Validity and Reliability  

 

Validity and reliability helps to measure the research and add strength to the 

findings. According to Yin (2003), validity is the most important requirement on a 

measurement instrument. Three sorts of validity need to be considered (Yin, 2003). 

According to Yin (2003) there are three forms of validity: construct validity, internal 

validity, and external validity.  

 

• Construct validity: establishing correct operational measures for the 

concepts being studied.  

• Internal validity: establishes a causal relationship, whereby certain 

conditions are shown to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from 

spurious relationships.  

• External validity: establishing the domain to which a study’s findings can be 

generalized.  

 

To increase the validity we sent e-mail in advance containing the issues that we are 

going to discuss and as far as possible to avoid misunderstandings. We increased 

validity of the research by constructing an interview guide and got it proof read by 

our supervisor and also got feedback on it. This increased the external validity and 

replication logic in multiple-case studies. Theories must be tested through replication 

of the findings in similar surroundings meaning that a specified theory has to come 

up with the same result. For external validity we tested the relevant theories in 

multiple case studies, this will lead to generalization of our findings Yin (2003).  
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Reliability is the extent to which research results would be stable or consistent if the 

same techniques were used repeatedly. Also the role of reliability is to minimize the 

errors and biases in a study. Two things can increase reliability: the use of a case 

study protocol and the development of a case study database. Regarding reliability 

of observations, Yin (2003) says that to increase the reliability a common procedure 

is to have more than a single observer making an observation, whether it is of the 

formal or the casual variety. Hence, when resources permit, a case study 

investigation should use multiple observers.  

 

To increase the reliability in our study, we also took notes during the interviews. 

These notes were both answers and reflections that came from the respondents. 

Further the researchers attempted to avoid leading and subjective questions, which 

was facilitated by the use of a more structured interview guide. In addition, the same 

interview guide was used during all these sessions. The reliability was influenced by 

the fact that peoples’ perceptions vary over time, which makes it difficult for another 

researcher to achieve the same results even if the same sample were to be used. A 

change like that could affect the reliability negatively hence making personal 

interpretation and giving leading questions difficult to avoid.  

 

Hereby we progress on to the next chapter where we present the empirical data 

collected and analyze them for the research.  

 



                                                                                                                                                  40 

Chapter 5. Empirical Data 

This chapter presents the theoretical data collected from each of the three studied 

cases. Each case description starts with introductory facts on the organization and 

the interviewed individual, followed by the presentation of some validation aspects to 

ensure suitability of each sample according to the purpose of the study. Then the 

collected data is structured and presented addressing each of the formulated 

research questions. Along with the empirical data, some empirical findings on each 

case are referred. 

5.1. Case A – Buyer Organization A  

5.1.1 General Data on Case A 

 

The considered department at University A has a total of 21 persons holding 

positions ranging from invited senior scientists to doctoral students, divided into four 

groups or sub-departments. The person interviewed was the department’s head. The 

respondent first answered the questionnaire provided and after a review of the 

answers a telephone interview was conducted to clarify and ensure in-depth and full 

comprehension on each answer.       

 

The respondent qualified the department as being a “not frequent buyer”. Limited 

experience as buyers was then recognized. Most of the purchase needs are taken 

care of centrally by the university (ex. daily use laboratory and office consumables). 

The only purchases undertaken by the department were related to very specific 

things directly concerning scientific work or projects or even particular machinery. No 

defined purchase method was previously established in the department. The reason 

expressed by the respondent was the low frequency of purchases. It became clear 

that for the department purchasing is seen as a task far from being considered a 

”core task”.  

 

The purchase was considered as “risky” and “complicated”. Mainly due to the 

intangibility of the product in question and that it entailed an intense involvement and 

long comprehension. In the words of the respondent “this is not something you can 

return after a couple of months of use in case you realize it’s not exactly perfect”. 
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The respondent stated that the group had dealt with software before, but never as 

the main object of purchase (ex. software included in some equipment), agreeing 

that this purchase was indeed a “first time situation”. The purchase wasn’t dependent 

upon other areas inside the organization or from central approval. There was 

freedom to select within the budget defined for that project/purchase, although there 

was clear interest in making the most cost efficient choice possible. 

 

The product in question was described by the respondent as a project management 

application, acting as a collaborative platform to support the interaction between 

work groups based in different universities. The department is frequently engaged in 

several collaborations, inclusive with groups abroad. The first contact the group had 

with the product was while participating in a project managed by another university 

abroad in which the product was being used. The product was thought at the time to 

be very helpful and generated a positive impression.  

 

The core group was composed of four persons, although ultimately the responsibility 

to decide lay on the department’s respondent who was totally empowered to choose. 

The respondent also acting as the decider carried the additional tasks of gathering, 

compiling and comparing information about the product in order to present the 

information to the group, covering functionalities, costs, guarantees, and customer 

cases.  

 

The respondent expressed familiarity with the presented concept of WOM and stated 

that the considered situation was a real case where “WOM worked”. In the 

respondent’s words, it was assumed as the ”natural thing to do”, and ”almost 

inevitable”. He added that WOM had a high influence in moving the process forward 

and definitively high influence in the final outcome. By professional nature the group 

is open to the outside, to consider other’s opinion and contact peers. The decider 

conducted contacts with people outside the organization. All colleagues inside the 

organization were also instructed to “ask around” and contribute to the assessment. 

It was assumed that all inputs were welcomed. 

 

After the first contact with Case A and information retrieval, the case was 

acknowledged as a valid sample for the study, in the way it configured the problem 
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being study and possessed appropriate and good potential features, regarding the 

aspects being studied. 

 

Level Studied 

Aspects 
Significance Acknowledgment 

Low High 

Decision Maker 

Centrality of the DMU 

(“empowerment of the 

decision maker) 

�  � 

Product related 

perceived risk � 
  First-time 

purchase/New 

task Purchase related 

perceived difficulty � 
 � 

WOM engagement with 

external sources to the 

DMU 

� 
 � 

WOM usage 

Impact and influence in 

the purchase event � 
 � 

 

Table 5.1.1 Validation of Sample Case A 

 

5.1.2 Case A - RQ. 1 In what stages of the buying process is WOM used? 

 

The need of such type of application had been discussed before among the group. 

Needs among the users were diverse and sometimes “diffused” or not easy to assign 

to a specific given product. Thorough discussion was needed to gather and 

“materialize” the needs of all potential users. The group stated they were not 

previously aware of any integrated (“all in one”) solution that could address the array 

of identified needs. The participation in the referred project enabled close contact 

with the product and allowed the group to test it in a real situation, giving them 

enough time and information to realize that it did addressed their need and 

constituted a solution.  

 

As mentioned, almost everyone in the department was called to participate in the 

evaluation of the product and was seen as a potential contributor of information 

leading to the understanding of the ”wanted product”, meaning the assessment of 
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the desired product characteristics and specifications in order to address the 

purpose. Direct and informal communication was taking place among the group, 

helped by the fact of being “physically close”. 

 

The respondent stated that the external persons consulted (prior adopters of the 

product) definitively influenced the way the whole purchase was conducted. The 

respondent stated that the gathering of information from those sources was easy, 

despite the fact that they didn’t know each other that well. The respondent pointed to 

the presence of an “attitude of information sharing” between “people with the same 

function”. Those contacts strongly influenced the information search and confirmed 

(with the main IT department) that the product did provide the solution for the stated 

needs. It also helped to negotiate software updates and assistance.  After the first 

analysis, a matrix of product comparison was composed, which raised some doubts 

that forced the decider to go back to the WOM contacts. The information being 

sought (retrieved from the WOM sources) was the experience and knowledge that 

only ”an existing user can have”. The respondent made clear the intention of 

”building on others discoveries” to reveal all possible details about the product and 

the purchase. All the information gathered by the group was being commented on 

internally and by the decider. The group was very close, allowing frequent 

information “updates” and validation of the ongoing decision process. 

 

The matrix below summarizes the presence of WOM throughout the purchase 

process for Case A, the involvement of external WOM sources and associated 

effects whereas the check mark indicates a positive acknowledgement and the X 

indicates a negative acknowledgement.  

 

Level of WOM 

interaction in the 

stage 

Buying Process 

Stages                            

(Webster’s model) 

Stage 

Identification 

(accordance to 

the model) 

WOM presence / 

Engagement w/ 

external “WOM 

sources” during the 

stage 
L H 

“Problem recognition 

and product 

understanding” 

� �   
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“Buying Responsibility 

definition” � � 
 � 

“Search” � � 
 � 

“Choice” � � 
 � 

 

Table 5.1.2 Characterization of R Q 1, presence of WOM throughout the purchase process for Case 
A. 

 

Buying Process Stages                    

(Webster’s model) 

Nature of information 

transacted with external 

“WOM sources” 

Effect of “WOM transaction” 

Problem recognition and 

understanding 
n.a. n.a. 

Responsibility definition Who else should be involved 

Forced enlargement of the DMU by 

alerting to the need of considering the 

central IT responsible 

Search 
Which other alternative 

products to considered 

Increased the number of alternatives 

considered by informing of other 

products compared by the first adopter  

Choice Product comparison discussion 

 Validated the product comparison and 

the final decision and added trust to the 

final decision 

 

Table 5.1.3 Characterization of R Q 1, nature of Information with WOM sources and its effect  
throughout the purchase process for Case A. 

 

5.1.3 Case A – RQ. 2 How can the individuals using WOM in the buying 
process be described? 

 

It was possible to identify in case A the boundaries of the buying center and the 

“roles” played by the individuals present. The respondent described some overlap 

between “roles”. Although, it became clear that the “Decider” was the “driving force” 

behind the purchase process and also the one most invested in gathering support 
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information. “Users” were instructed to also gather information and according to the 

respondent “brought some new information” but not with the same focus as him.  

 

 
Table 5.1.4. Characterization of R Q 2, DMU role and level of engagement for Case A 

 

The respondent’s testimonial, allowed a closer look of the role being played by 

himself as “Decider”, showing that there was frequent contact with the two external 

“WOM sources” considered” (at least one time during each stage) and that those 

contacts were rich in content (in the respondents words, “detailed information was 

discussed). The following matrix summarizes the roles of the “Decider” and it’s use 

of WOM. 

Level of 

engagement 

DMU 

Individuals/ 

Roles 

Role 

presence  
Description /Remarks 

WOM 

engagement w/ 

external sources L H 

Decider � 
Highly empowered to 

decide; “Driving through” 

the purchase 

�  � 

Buyer � 

Very discrete/neglictable 

role being played by the 

central  
� 

  

Gatekeeper � 

The buying centre was 

rather “unbounded” 

regarding information 

flow, although the 

Decider regulated the 

info flow  

n.a 

  

Influencer � 

Role strongly played by 

the external WOM 

sources 

n.a 

  

Initiator � 

Role shared by all Users 

and the Decider  
n.a   

User � 

Considerably large 

group; Major particpation 

was to provide inputs for 

needs and product 

understanding   

� 
 � 
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Table 5.1.5 Characterization of R Q 2, DMU role and depth of interaction with sources Case A 

 

5.1.4 Case A – RQ. 3 How can the purpose of using WOM in the buying 
process be described? 

 

The “Decider” in Case A, when asked about his motivation to “turn to the outside” 

and seek WOM contacts in order to obtain information, revealed that the main driver 

or benefit sought was to make the purchase process easier “purchase difficulty 

reduction”. He express fear about the amount of data to be collected and compiled in 

order to reach a correct conclusion and to “justify the purchase”, along with the 

entailed time and effort. The respondent stated that despite the acknowledged 

product complexity, the group had time to understand it and test it; so complete 

product understanding was present prior to WOM engagement. The respondent 

added that the group expected some insight from peers and that was commented in 

the initial discussions, but stated that they were not pressured in obtaining them. The 

matrix below summarized the purpose of seeking for WOM engagements in Case A. 

 

Frequency and 

depth of the 

interaction with the 

sources 

DMU 

individual/rol

es 

Number of external 

“WOM sources” 

considered 

Attitude 

towards 

“WOM 

demand” 
L H 

Decider 2 sources 
Proactive and 

Planned 
 � 
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Table 5.1.6 Characterization of R Q 3, Motivation for WOM engagement for Case A 

 

5.1.5 CASE A – RQ. 4 - How can the individuals providing WOM to the 
buying process be described? 

  
When asked about the individuals selected as “WOM sources” (two sources were 

considered), the decider of Case A mentioned that to a certain extent “professional 

affiliation” was a relevant factor for their selection. The fact of counting with positive 

testimonials from peers was seen as an element of security. The individuals chosen 

as “WOM sources” were in fact prior buyers of the product who had gone through the 

purchase not so long ago, a fact that the decider was aware of.  

 
Recognized Importance Level WOM External sources 

Characterization facts 
Acknowledgment 

L H 

Purchasing 

experience/Previous 

experience as a buyer 
� 

  

Product experience/ 

Previous involvement w/ 

product 
� 

 � 

Social/professional 

liaison with the decision 

maker 
� 

 � 

Level Description Motivation for 

WOM “demand“ 

Motivation 

Acknowledgment L H  

Better Needs 

understanding 
�   

Need understanding was 

achieved through contact 

with the product. 

Social/peer 

pressure � 
 � 

Mentioned as a “security 

factor” of high importance   

Product risk 

mitigation � 
�  

Not seen as the main 

driver 

Purchase difficulty 

reduction � 
 � 

Acted as the main driver to 

WOM used to easy the 

“purchase burden”. 
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Personal relation with the 

decision maker � 
  

 
Table 5.1.7 Characterization of R Q 4, WOM External sources Characterization facts for Case A 

 

External WOM sources considered  

Similarity to the theoretical 

roles 

(Acted as) 

2 Sources  “Influencer” 

 
Table 5.1.8 Characterization of 4, External WOM sources considered for Case A 

 

5.2. Case B – Buyer Organization B 

5.2.1 General Data on Case B  

 

The case department at University B has a staff of 31 teachers and researchers with 

an additional 21 PhD students and a technical staff of seven persons. The 

department is divided in to seven different areas of research. Areas of research are 

either very specific to the local environment or global problems affecting different 

regions of the world separately or having worldwide impact. Therefore there is a 

varying degree of internal communications between the different areas of research, 

from casual interactions to formal meetings to gather the latest updates to existing 

research.  

 

The department has an established formal purchasing policy but was somewhat 

reluctant to go into details about such policy. Although it became clear that the 

established purchasing policy has some flexibility in the monetary amount an 

individual was allowed to go out independently and purchase needed work items 

such as software or specific hardware and its main focus is on ensuring competitive 

and transparent environment of purchase, forcing multiple product comparison. The 

head of department is in the end highly empowered to trigger a purchase process 

and responsible for final decisions, as long as they are sustained by credible data. In 

this case the purchase was made within a context of a project budget, which gave 

more autonomy to the department, although a competitive tender had also to be set 

in place to ensure the election of the most competitive option, particularly on price.  
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Similarly, in this case the new buy situation consisted of the same project 

management software application to “effectively coordinate and distribute common 

information to several different projects and project members”, according to the 

respondent. It was intended to gather and distribute up-to-date information to 

principals, financiers and other parties with an interest in the various projects. This 

was of particular interest to the respondent, which is involved in several international 

projects spanning great geographical distances.  

 

The department had little experience as buyers and major purchases were 

infrequent (daily use items and office consumables are acquired through the 

administrative staff). The kind of software purchases they had dealt with so far were 

very different in comparison with the system now being considered, namely in 

complexity and price (in the words of the respondent “nothing to do with the past”), 

constituting a completely new experience in terms of engagement and configuring a 

scenario of a “new buy situation”. 

 

After the first contact with Case B and information retrieval, the case was 

acknowledged has a valid sample for the study, in the way it configured the problem 

being study and possessed appropriate and high potential features, regarding the 

aspects being studied. 
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Table 5.2.1 Validation of Sample Case B 

5.2.2 Case B – RQ. 1 In what stages of the buying process is WOM used? 

 

The respondent in Case B made it clear that throughout the whole process WOM 

was a “driving force”.  “We thought we knew what we needed” in terms of product 

capabilities stated the respondent, adding “we were even vaguely aware of 

dedicated products starting to be available in the market”. The respondent 

mentioned that the group kept on postponing a purchase decision of this type of 

product for their internal use, until the day the department faced the responsibility of 

managing an international project. The respondent said he was aware of who to turn 

to as to where to get information, by saying “I knew that several months ago that a 

former chief of mine had acquired a system of that kind”.  That fact was mentioned in 

the beginning to the group along with some description of the product. Additionally, 

the respondent would assume the role of the decider in the purchase due to his 

position in the organization. The respondent recognized and highlighted the fact that 

his privileged access to WOM information did strengthen his responsibility as the 

driver of the purchase. In his own words “from that moment almost everyone 

expected me to carry it on”. The WOM sources became very involved throughout the 

process, starting by helping to confirm the suitability of the product for the stated 

Level 
Studied Aspects Significance Acknowledgment 

Low High 

Decision Maker 

Centrality of the DMU 

(“empowerment of the 

decision maker) 

�  � 

Product related 

perceived risk � 
 � First-time 

purchase/New 

task Purchase related 

perceived difficulty � 
 � 

WOM engagement 

with external sources 

to the DMU 

� 
 � 

WOM usage 

Impact and influence 

in the purchase event � 
 � 
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need. In this case the comparison of product mind-sets (between the decider and the 

WOM source) had an interesting effect. Prior to the first contact with the source, a 

listed of products available on the market had been pulled out off the Internet by the 

respondent (total of 6 products), which he was willing to evaluate. The initial WOM 

interaction shortened that list to four products, by pinpointing products that wouldn’t 

match the expectation either technically or financially. Thereby, reducing the effort of 

search and selection. In the respondent words “made me focus my attention on the 

right ones”. Also on Case B, contacts with the vendors for obtaining information were 

preceded by contacts with the WOM sources. “I already knew some of the answers 

to the questions I was placing to vendors”.  

 

Toward the end of the product selection there were two possible software solutions 

considered. One of the short listed products was the first suggested product (through 

WOM) and the first with which the decider contacted (through testing made available 

by the vendor). That product ended up being the selected one. When asked if 

somehow the decision was influenced by that first suggestion, the respondent 

defended the impartial effort done to compare the products, but did express some 

satisfaction in the fact that that first solution “won”. From the respondents testimonial 

it came clear that the evaluation process naturally became a “validation process” of 

the first product considered (and described through WOM). The respondent decided 

then to contact the vendor for an onsite demonstration for the entire group. They 

found the product a bit complicated to use but were convinced that the training 

support provided by the vendor would overcome those difficulties.   

 

The matrix below summarizes the presence of WOM throughout the purchase 

process for Case B, the involvement of external WOM sources and associated 

effects:  

 

Level of WOM 

interaction in the 

stage 

Buying Process 

Stages                       

(Webster’s model) 

Stage 

Identification 

(accordance 

to the model) 

WOM presence / 

Engagement with 

external “WOM 

sources” during the 

stage 
Low High 
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Problem recognition 

and needs 

understanding 

� �   

Responsibility 

definition � � 
  

Search � � 
 � 

Choice � � 
 � 

 

Table 5.2.2 Characterization of R Q 1, presence of WOM throughout the purchase process for Case B 

 

Buying Process 

Stages                    

(Webster’s model) 

Nature of information 

transacted through WOM 
Effect of WOM transaction 

Need recognition and 

product understanding 

“What products are 

available” 

Reinforced the position of the 

Decider as the person with the 

“WOM channel”  

Buying Responsibility 

definition 
n.a. n.a. 

Search 
“Which alternative products to 

consider  “ 

Decreased the number of 

alternatives considered by 

informing of “unfeasible option” 

Choice 
“Discussion of intended 

decision” 
 Validation of the final decision 

 

Table 5.2.3 Characterization of R Q 1, nature of Information with WOM sources and its effect 
throughout the purchase process for Case B 

5.2.3 Case B – RQ 2.  How can the individuals using WOM in the buying 
process be described? 

 

The decision-making group consisted of the respondent, who assumed the role of 

the decider. The buyer was “played” by the central services (whose role as “policy 

makers” requested data on the product for comparison and support of the final 

decision), and a group of users. In essence they constituted the buying center. In a 

very pronounced way, the decider who “owned” the WOM channel and who 
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frequently transmitted information to other individuals in the buying center played the 

role of Gatekeeper.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 5.2.4. Characterization of R Q 2, DMU role and level of engagement for Case B 

 

Level of 

engagement 

DMU 

Individuals/R

oles 

Role 

presence  

Description 

/Remarks 

WOM engagement 

w/ external 

sources L H 

Decider � 

Highly empowered to 

decide; “Driving 

through” the 

purchase; Owner of 

the WOM channel 

�  � 

Buyer � 

Very 

discrete/neglictable 

role being played by 

the central services 

� 

  

Gatekeeper � 

Played by the 

“Decider” regulated 

the info flow  

n.a 

  

Influencer � 

Role strongly played 

by the external WOM 

sources 

n.a 

  

Initiator � 

Role  played by the 

“Decider” 
n.a   

User � 

Considerably large 

group; Major 

participation  was to 

validate the decision 

steps taken by bthe 

Decider 

� 
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Table 5.2.5 Characterization of R Q 2, DMU role and depth of interaction with sources Case B. 

 

5.2.4 Case B – RQ. 3 How can the purpose of using WOM in the buying 
process be described? 

 

 

Table 5.2.6 Characterization of R Q 3, Motivation for WOM engagement for Case B 

 

5.2.5 Case B - RQ. 4 - How can the individuals providing WOM to the 
buying process be described? 

 

There was a high reliability on the influence of WOM during all steps of the buying 

process. External influences were sought and taken to heart. The decider in Case B 

mentioned the interesting aspects of turning to a second WOM source to validate the 

choice coming out of the product comparison. “I felt I should have a second opinion,” 

Frequency and 

depth of the 

interaction with 

the sources  

DMU 

individual/roles 

WOM engagement w/ 

external sources 

Attitude 

towards “WOM 

demand” 

L H 

Decider Yes; 2 sources 
Proactive and 

Planned 
 � 

Level Motivation for 

WOM 

“demand“ 

Motivation 

Acknowledgment L H 
Effect Description 

Better Needs 

understanding � 

 

� 

Need understanding was 

achieved through contact 

with the WOM source 

Social/peer 

pressure � 

 

� 

Mentioned as an important 

“security factor”   

Product risk 

mitigation � 

 

� 
Not seen as the main driver 

Purchase 

difficulty 

mitigation 
� 

 

� 

Acted as the main driver to 

WOM used to easy the 

“purchase burden”. 
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he mentioned. That contact didn’t have in mind technical aspects of the product, but 

since the best option wasn’t the cheapest one, the decider wanted to make sure he 

wasn’t getting “carried way”. In his own words “I needed some support on how to 

argue in favor of the choice”. The decider in this case clearly sought a second kind of 

expertise to validate the choice on a financial level. He turned to peer in which he 

had close professional relation with and had turned to previously in other occasions. 

 

Recognized 

Importance Level 
WOM External sources 

Characterization facts 
Acknowledgment 

L H 

Purchasing experience/Previous 

experience as a buyer 
� 

 

� 

Product experience/ Previous 

involvement w/ product 
� 

 

� 

Social/professional liaison with 

the decision maker 
� 

 

� 

Personal relation with the 

decision maker 
� 

 

� 

 

Table 5.2.7 Characterization of R Q 4, WOM External sources Characterization facts for Case B 
 

External WOM sources considered  
Similarity to the theoretical roles 

(Acted as) 

Source 1 Influencer 

Source 2 Advisor 

 

Table 5.2.8 Characterization of R Q 4, External WOM sources considered for Case B 

 

5.3. Case C – Buyer Organization C 

5.3.1 General Data on Case C  

 

The case department at University C has a staff of 18 research scientists with an 

additional 17 PhD students and seven technical staff persons. The department is 
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divided into three different areas of research. The department does interdisciplinary 

research within the field of Environmental Medicine pertaining to physical and 

chemical aspects of environmental medicine and health protection both at the local 

and international level. At the international level it works together with international 

health organizations, primarily within the World Health Organization’s (WHO) 

environmental health program as a WHO Collaboration Center for Environmental 

Health Effects. It mission is to on a scientific basis protect the population from 

negative environmental health factors and to promote the public health through good 

environmental conditions.  

 

The particular division of this department under study is involved in research 

covering large geographical areas. As such the need to assemble and distribute 

large volumes of information to a wide audience is imperative. Research within each 

division also crosses over into the other two divisions. Therefore, there was 

recognition of a need for structured interaction and information exchange between 

the different areas of research. As with other departments in academia the 

department had an established formal purchasing policy, that defined “good 

practices” of purchase, also mainly focused in promoting a fair a competitive 

process. For the purpose of the buying situation under question, the policy was seen 

as “not interfering”. Again empowerment of the head of the department to move 

forward the purchase and overall “weight” in the decision was confirmed to be high. 

 

Most of the staff rarely involved itself in any type of buying situation so had very little 

experience as buyers. Major purchases were infrequent. This particular one was, in 

terms of the discussion was considered as “novelty” by the respondent, which 

confirmed that it was considered as a  “new task”. No further detail was provided by 

the department on it’s purchasing policy other than daily use items and office 

consumables were is acquired through the administrative staff.  

 

The new buy situation in this case study was the same project management software 

that was used in both case A and B. The respondent in this case study was the sole 

buyer and user of the product offered in this buy situation.  
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In the understanding and expectations of the respondent, the software was intended 

to help coordinate and distribute common information to several different projects 

and project members and to gather and distribute up-to-date information to 

principals, financiers and other parties with an interest in the various projects. This 

was of particular interest to the respondent because of his need to gather and 

distribute large volumes of information through a large network of project 

participants.  

 

The respondent became aware of the product when a colleague and former buyer 

addressed him about the product. In this particular case the potential buyer had a 

need to organize its data but was not totally aware of what his need really was or 

consisted of. WOM was acknowledged has a “highly present” and influential activity 

throughout the all process. The respondent stated, “I was strongly influenced buy the 

colleague, since it was a recurrent discussion between us the problems of collection 

and distribution of data and I knew he had recently acquired a system”. The 

respondent even added: “I’m sot sure I had gone through with the purchase without 

that backup”. The respondent was secure in the notion that the inputs he received 

were valid and trustworthy.   

 

It became clear that the colleague promoted the problem recognition and helped with 

the need description, clarifying the product specification to solve that need. The 

respondent began his information search by having a live product demonstration 

from the vendor and a one-month trial period of the product. During this month long 

trail run of the product the respondent was actively searching for other similar 

products.  

 

The buyer in this case fulfilled various buying center roles at this point. He would be 

the final user based on his needs. Ultimately, he was also the decider of the selected 

product and approver for the final decision to buy. With the addition of the role of the 

influencer being present at various times during the buying process.  

 

After the first contact with Case C and information retrieval, the case was 

acknowledged has a valid sample for the study, in the way it configured the problem 
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being study and possessed appropriate and high potential features, regarding the 

aspects being studied. 

 

Level 
Studied Aspects Significance Acknowledgment 

Low High 

Decision Maker 

Centrality of the DMU 

(“empowerment of the 

decision maker) 

�  � 

Product related 

perceived risk � 
  First-time 

purchase/New 

task Purchase related 

perceived difficulty � 
 � 

WOM engagement 

with external sources 

to the DMU 

� 
 � 

WOM usage 

Impact and influence 

in the purchase event � 
 � 

 

Table 5.3.1 Validation of Sample Case C 

 

5.3.2 Case C – RQ. 1 In what stages of the buying process is WOM used? 

 

The respondent in Case C acknowledged the presence of WOM throughout the 

whole process. “I always saw this purchase as a daunting task”. The respondent 

expressed his satisfaction in being “guided” by his colleague experience, whose 

success with his purchase was crucial to trigger his own process “He did set things 

in motion by concluding his purchase”.   It was clearly admitted by the respondent 

that we had been in a “wait and see” posture regarding how the products we knew 

as possible solutions were going to be adopted by others.  

 

The respondent was already aware of some products, both from his own research on 

the Internet but also from prior demonstrations from vendors that had contacted him 

aware of his involvement in project management. The respondent said that the 

vendor of the product that had been suggested through WOM was aware of the 
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possible link between the decider in case C and his source in the respondent words 

“The vendor knew how to take advantage of that fact”.    

 

In Case C, the product purchased also ended up being the first one analyzed. The 

purchase event on this case was then very centered in the product initially suggested 

through WOM. It was known by his internal colleagues that the purchase process 

had been initiated by a WOM source close to the decider. Along with the fact of 

being the main and almost the only possible user and the one in charge of carrying 

the purchase through, didn’t make things easier in terms of proving his impartiality in 

the evaluation. This fact explains the thorough information gathering that took place. 

Basically the whole evaluation stage aimed to prove with our own means that the 

considered solution could overcome the others and had absolute merit to gain in a 

competitive way. The reasoning behind the whole process was to “prove that that 

product was strong”.   

 
The matrix below summarizes the presence of WOM throughout the purchase 

process for Case C, the involvement of external WOM sources and associated 

effects:  

 

Level WOM 

interaction in the 

stage 

Buying Process 

Stages                       

(Webster’s model) 

Stage 

Identification 

(accordance to 

the model) 

WOM presence / 

Engagement with 

external “WOM 

sources” during the 

stage 
Low High 

Need recognition and 

product 

understanding 

� �   

Buying Responsibility 

definition � � 
  

Search � � 
 � 

Choice � � 
 � 

 

Table 5.3.2 Characterization of R Q 1, presence of WOM throughout the purchase process for Case C 
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Buying Process Stages                    

(Webster’s model) 

Nature of information 

transacted through WOM 
Effect of WOM transaction 

Need recognition and 

product understanding 
n.a. n.a. 

Buying Responsibility 

definition 
n.a. n.a. 

Search 
“Which alternative products to 

consider  “ 

Decreased the number of 

alternatives considered by 

informing of “unfeasible option” 

Choice “Product comparison discussion”  Validation of the final decision 

 

Table 5.3.3 Characterization of R Q 1, nature of information with WOM sources and its effect 
throughout the purchase process for Case C 

5.3.3 Case C – RQ. 2 How can the individuals using WOM in the buying 
process be described? 

 

The decision-making group consisted of the respondent (as decider), who assumed 

the role of the decider and of user. The buyer was once again “played” by the central 

services as “policy watchers”. This case showed a very small buying center in which 

the role of Gatekeeper couldn’t be exactly identified. The decider showed a passive 

attitude towards WOM, not seeking proactively for that interaction, but instead 

“letting” himself get influenced and start the purchase process based on that contact.  

 



                                                                                                                                                  61 

 

Table 5.3.4. Characterization of R Q 2, DMU role and level of engagement for Case C 

 

 

Table 5.3.5 Characterization of R Q 2, DMU role and depth of interaction with sources Case C 

 

 

Level of 

engagement 
DMU 

Individuals/ 

Roles 

Role 

presence  

Description 

/Remarks 

WOM 

engagement 

w/ external 

sources 
L H 

Decider � 
Highly empowered to 

decide; “Driving 

through” the purchase. 

�  � 

Buyer � 

Very discrete or 

neglictable role being 

played by the central 

services 

� 

  

Gatekeeper � 

Played by the 

“Decider” regulated 

the info flow  

n.a 

  

Influencer � 

Role strongly played 

by the external WOM 

sources 

n.a 

  

Initiator � 

Played by the external 

WOM source 
n.a   

User � 

Accumulated role by 

the Decider  � 
  

Frequency and depth 

of the interaction with 

the sources  

DMU 

Individual/       

Roles 

WOM engagement w/ 

external sources 

Attitude towards 

“WOM demand” 

L M H 

Decider Yes ; 1 sources 
Reactive and 

Unplanned 
  � 
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5.3.4 Case C – RQ. 3 How can the purpose of using WOM in the buying 
process be described? 

 

Information coming from the considered WOM source was seen as decisive to steer 

the whole process and the respondent made it clear that it might not have happened 

if that source wasn’t a known colleague (social liaison element). Reduce the 

uncertainty regarding the suitability of the product for the purpose of use was the 

main driver to welcome WOM in a high level.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 5.3.6 Characterization of R Q 3, Motivation for WOM engagement for Case C 

5.3.5 Case C- RQ. 4 - How can the individuals providing WOM to the 
buying process be described?  

 

According to the respondent in case C, the only considered WOM source was seen 

very reliable mainly due to his recent experience as a buyer of the product in 

question. The respondent also stated that he recognized a profile of a “smart buyer” 

in the WOM source from previous occasions, which added trust to the counseling. 

Apart from the fact that a personal relation existed, which made the contact possible, 

the respondent didn’t valuate that aspect as an influencer of the outcome giving 

priority to the professional “bond” between them.     

 

Level Motivation for 

WOM 

“demand“ 

Motivation 

Acknowledgment L H 
Effect Description 

Better Needs 

understanding � 

 

� 
Not seen as as main driver 

Social/peer 

pressure � 

 

� 

Mentioned as an important 

“security factor” on WOM 

interpretation 

Product risk 

mitigation � 

 

� 
Seen as a main driver 

Purchase 

difficulty 

mitigation 
� �  

WOM wasn’t seen as a way 

to taclke the “purchase 

burden”. 



                                                                                                                                                  63 

Recognized 

Importance Level 
WOM External sources 

Characterization facts 
Acknowledgment 

L H 

Purchasing experience/Previous 

experience as a buyer 
� 

 

� 

Product experience/ Previous 

involvement w/ product 
� 

 

� 

Social/professional liaison with 

the decision maker 
� 

 

� 

Personal relation with the 

decision maker 
� 

 

� 

 
Table 5.3.7 Characterization of R Q 4, WOM External sources Characterization facts for Case C 

 

External WOM sources considered  

Similarity to the theoretical 

roles 

(Acted as) 

1 Source  Initiator; Influencer 

 

Table 5.3.8 Characterization of R Q 4, External WOM sources considered for Case C 
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Chapter 6. Data Analysis  

In this section, the observed findings from the empirical data collected will be 

presented. Each case is firstly compared against the conceptualized framework by 

“within case analysis” followed by a “cross-case analysis” where the three cases are 

compared to each other.  

6.1 Data Interpretation method 

 

To present a better understanding of the data we have compared the data across all 

the three cases according to the conceptualized frame of reference. In order to make 

this data display as clear and concise as possible, the cases data will be presented 

in an abbreviated and coded manner, in order to help obtaining a more integrated 

understanding of interactions, as suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994). If the 

correlation of each case data denotes that the theory is supported by the data 

collected, that will be signed with a (+) sign. The opposite, when theory is not 

supported by the data collected, is highlighted with a (-) sign. Partial support will be 

represented by (+\-) and, the symbol of the question mark (?) is used to denote if 

something new was identified or the data collected adds something new to the 

theory.  

The coding used is shown in the matrix below: 

 

+ Supports the theory 

- Doesn’t support the theory 

+\- Partially supports the theory 

? Identifies something new or adds to the theory 

n.a. Not applicable 

 

Table 6.1 Data Interpretation coding matrix 
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6.2 Data Analysis 

6.2.1 RQ. 1 In what stages of the buying process is WOM used?    

 

Case A Case B Case C RQ. 1 “In what 

stages of the 

buying 

process is WOM 

used?” 

Level of WOM 

presence/ Overall 

impact on the phase 

Level of WOM 

presence/ Overall 

impact on the phase 

Level of WOM 

presence/ Overall 

impact on the phase 

Needs 

understanding/ 

problem 

recognition 

Not relevant High High 

Buying 

responsibility 

definition 

High Not relevant Not relevant 

Information search High High High 

Evaluation and 

choice 
High High High 

 

Table 6.2 Within-case and cross-case analysis for R Q 1. In what stages of the buying 
process is WOM used?    

 

In the three studied cases, the four conceptual stages of Webster’s (1965) buying 

model were acknowledged to occur during each purchase. In other words, the 

deciders leading each purchase process showed to explicitly follow the “mental 

steps” illustrated by the model, when carrying on the purchase in all cases.  

 

The decision stages occurred with different lengths throughout the cases and not as 

a “linear process”, meaning that the stages don’t behave as “self-contained 

compartments”, but instead as an iterative process with the existence of “loops” 

between phases (particularly involving Phases 3 and 4).   

 

Despite the above, the model showed to constitute a good reference, attesting to the 

organizational environment present in all the three cases (i.e. informal environment 
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with definition of buying responsibilities very dependent on the specific purchase 

event and purchases being handled almost entirely by the decider).   

 

Regarding the presence of WOM throughout the buying phases, and taking a closer 

look case by case, the decider on Case A had the time and opportunity to 

understand the need and specify the problem through contact with the product 

(Phase 1) on its own (without help from a WOM source). Phase 2 was highly 

influenced by the WOM generating the entrance of another entity the decision 

process (i.e. IT central services) and Phases 3 and 4 were strongly influenced by the 

WOM source, in what concerns the products that were compared and the evaluation 

done. In Case B the influence of WOM on Phase 1 was present but high, 

consolidating some existing product understanding. On Phase 2 it showed no 

relevance, followed by intense presence on phases 3 and 4 both on frequency and 

depth of the WOM contacts, being the decider was very “close” to the WOM source. 

Case C starts reflecting the “chain-effect” between cases, being WOM very present 

in the initial phase where it was preponderant on the understanding of a possible 

product solution. Case C shows then no influence from WOM in shaping Phase 2 

and confirms the pattern of WOM presence on the remaining Phases 3 and 4.   

 

Globally, it is possible to identify that WOM is highly present, showing a stronger 

effect on Phases 3 and 4.  Recognition of need was made in all cases prior to the 

first WOM contact. Therefore WOM shows either none or high effect in shaping 

Phase 1.  

 

What we could observe was that WOM, apart from Case A, WOM set the purchase 

in motion or triggered the process. That is clearly explained by the “chain effect” and 

relation between the cases that was known to be present. Cases B and C happened 

surely at the time they did and with the outcome they did (i.e. product chosen) 

because of Case A.  

 

Phase 2 shows also little effect from WOM. Exception made for Case 2, in which it 

was curious to identify that a rather solitaire buyer (i.e. autonomous buyer carrying 

the purchase mainly on its own), the fact of possessing access to WOM sources 

(“owning the WOM channel) gave strength to his leading role in the purchase. 
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Although the need of purchasing for attending a need was accepted in all cases, 

product awareness was little and certainty of the suitability of any specific product 

was almost inexistent. WOM showed to play a decisive role on Phase 3, in which the 

WOM sources strongly guided the deciders, affecting the information search 

process. Relevant transference of information occurred between the deciders and 

their selected WOM sources. WOM sources shown to be very close to the deciders, 

and the frequency and depth of the contacts (i.e. level of information detail 

transacted) was high. WOM affected differently the length of the stages, in one case 

enlarging the list of product possibilities (Case B) and in other shortening that 

number (Case C).  

 

It became clear that the success story of each buyer influenced substantially the next 

one and that the all process of choice was oriented to corroborate the product 

bought and suggested by the WOM source. The evaluation process became a 

“validation” or “confirmation” process of that product, as if a “wish” to adopt the same 

product was explicit. Buyers in Case B and C were clearly invested in proving the 

correctness of the purchase done by the WOM source.    Evaluation and choice 

(Phase 4) happened in close contact with WOM sources, with these ones being 

requested to corroborate the evaluation done and the decision taken.   

6.2.2 RQ. 2 - How can the individuals using WOM in the buying process 
be described? 

 

The following matrix illustrates the behavior of each case regarding the roles played 

the individuals in the buying center. 
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Table 6.3 Within-case and cross-case analysis for R Q 2. How can the individuals using WOM 
throughout the buying process be described?” 

 

All classical roles as postulated by Webster & Wind (1972) were identified to be 

present in each case and the cases show the same pattern of affiliation with theory 

regarding role-playing in the buying center.  

 

The most relevant aspect to highlight is the degree of overlap between roles 

throughout the purchase and the “multiple roles playing” attitude undertaken by the 

“Deciders” in all cases, explained by the degree of autonomy and responsibility faced 

by those in the purchase.  

 

Looking within each case, one can notice that in Case A the role of Initiator was 

clearly identified being accumulated with the role of Decider by the same individual. 

Both Users and Buyers (i.e. the organization) played a rather discrete role, although 

acknowledged. Across the three cases, the users were very discrete, apart from the 

intervention in the initial discussion of needs. The role of Buyer as more of a “passive 

role” played by the organization, acting as a “guardian” of the process and the final 

decision (i.e. ensuring fairness and a competitive evaluation through a policy). The 

buying center in Case A was rather unbounded so the role of Gatekeeper can’t be 

clearly assigned to one individual. Nevertheless, the Decider was the main provider 

of information to the group, “filtering” all the inputs gathered through WOM. That 

same feature regarding the Gatekeeper is present on Case B and Case C. Although 

the flow of information reaching the buying centers where rather unbounded, 

“Deciders” did adopt the role of “Gatekeepers”, possessing control over the most 

relevant information reaching the group.    

 

Each case challenges the theory in which concerns the role of the Influencer. The 

role of Influencer was across the three cases strongly assumed by the external 

WOM sources.  Classical theory doesn’t acknowledge such an intense presence of 

an external individual to the buyer organization, acting as Influencer. The WOM 

sources present in each case, were considerably too close, participative and 

influential throughout the purchase to be “fit” the theoretical role and to be 

considered merely an Influencer. The level of engagement of the individuals acting 
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as WOM sources (i.e. level of cooperation with the Decider) goes beyond the “act of 

influence”, showing a different type of responsibility.      

 

Globally, the studied cases question the theory of role-playing in a buying center 

mainly in what concerns the boundaries of that center. Classical theory assume the 

center as rather “integrated entity”, in which most of the action takes place within the 

buyer organization (and buying center) by internal participants with roles clearly 

defined in a good extend, by the function or hierarchic position held by those 

participants.  In the studied cases, the focus of the action (flow of information) was 

on the interface of the organization with the external participants.  

6.2.3 RQ. 3 - How can the purpose of using WOM in the buying process be 
described? 

 

The matrix below illustrates the behavior of each case in what concerns the 

motivation to engage on WOM demand. 

 

 

Table 6.4 Within-case and cross-case analysis for R Q 3. How can the purpose of using WOM in the 
buying process be described 

 

The cases studied do not corroborate the theory entirely, regarding turning to WOM 

to better understand needs or problem (Dichter 1966), which wasn’t sustained by 

none of the cases, with very little exception for Case A. The cases shown evidence 

Case A Case B Case C RQ. 3 - How can 
the purpose of 
using WOM in 
the buying 
process be 
described? 
 

Accordance 

to theory 

Level of 

importance 

Accordance 

to theory 

Level of 

importance 

Accordance 

to theory 

Level of 

importance 

Understanding of 

needs 
+/- Low - Low - Low 

Social/peer 

pressure 
+ High + High + High 

Product risk 

mitigation 
+ High + High + High 

Purchase 

difficulty 

mitigation 

+ High + High + High 
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that all work needed to understand the problem and to “specify” the need to be 

attended by the product was carried internally, without searching for advice through 

WOM.  

 

Regarding the other three types of motivation to seek for WOM under study, the 

cases show a consistent pattern. In a further stage of the process, while selecting 

WOM sources the aspect of conformity with the social group (Katz 1955; Bansal and 

Voyer, 2000) is acknowledge. All the deciders showed to turn to peers as WOM 

sources and also showed a willingness to conform to an adoption previously made 

by those peers as a way to strengthen their own choice. The perception of 

“professional affiliation” with the sources and sense of sharing the same “mind set” 

was recognized as a driver. Risk and difficulty mitigation (Nelson, 1970; Roselius 

1971; Still, Barnes and Kooyman 1987), both concerning the product complexity and 

the purchase “burden” was strongly acknowledged.  

 

The fact that all the three Deciders faced the obligation of sustaining their choice with 

a systematic and in-depth analysis of product choices, created some fear of the 

amount of work associated to the purchase. Therefore, it is interesting to observe 

that the wish to reduce the effort associated with the purchase overcome the 

difficulty associated with the complexity of the product.  

6.2.4 RQ. 4  - How can the individuals providing WOM to the buying 
process be described? 

The matrix below illustrates the behavior of each case in what concerns the role 

played by the external WOM sources. 
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Table 6.5 Within-case and cross-case analysis for R Q 4. How can the individuals providing WOM 
to the buying process be described? 

 

The purpose of this fourth research question to analyze the data gathered on the 

behavior of the external individuals providing WOM against the OBB theory of buying 

center composition and role-playing.  

 

Again the cases show strong similarity, highlighting a pattern. It’s then possible to 

observe the similarities between the behavior of the external WOM sources present 

in the cases and the theoretical definition of both an Initiator, Gatekeeper, and of the 

Influencer, in all three cases. The exception going to Case A, in which the WOM 

source had no responsibility in triggering the purchase process. On Case B and C, 

the WOM source clearly helped “pushing” the process, setting the purchase process 

in motion. 

 

Regarding the role of Influencer, the closeness of the WOM sources in all cases 

(almost “escorting” the Decider throughout the whole process) the strong impact in 

shaping and moving the process forward, justify the perception of an “official role” for 

their own, of an “Influencer” type. WOM sources were to be present and relevant in 

the process for not being seen as an official entity in the buying center.       

 

Helping on the description of the individual providing information through WOM, is 

relevant to notice that all the selected WOM sources were former buyers of the 

product, possessing a recent experience and relevant product involvement. The 

selection criteria of those WOM sources by the Deciders seem to follow a “few but 

good” logic since they were played by only one individual (two only in Case B). It 

could be identified that a high level of trust on the sources and that the individuals 

providing WOM, showed a very collaborative and responsible attitude in helping the 

decider in all cases, which seemed to be a key element in the relation with the 

Decider.  
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Chapter 7. Findings And Conclusion  

In this chapter we will conclude the findings from our research question, thereby 

fulfilling the stated purpose of the study. In order to do so, we will reaffirm each of the 

research questions and answer them in separate sections, based on the research 

conducted. Based on the empirical data and the analysis, findings and conclusions 

will be drawn. We will also give overall conclusions before presenting implications for 

management, theory and future research.  

7.1 RQ 1.  In what stages of the buying process is WOM used?    

The conducted research indicates above all that WOM is highly present throughout 

the purchase process, although acting differently in different stages, and that WOM 

is regarded as highly valuable instrument by the Deciders to support their decision 

process having capital influence in the purchase outcome.   

We derive the main conclusions from the research, concerning the first research 

question as: 

• WOM is seen as “inevitable” factor to be present in a purchase by Deciders, 

being demanded (proactively) and/or welcomed (reactively). 

• Research shows that WOM is seen as less vital in the initial phases of the 

process, when dealing with problem recognition and needs understanding. 

Deciders try to obtain clear ideas of “what is the need” in fact and “what to 

buy”, before turning to the outside of the buying center and select WOM 

sources. Buyers act “solely” in the beginning, in what concerns need definition 

and solution configuration. 

• The initial learning process and approach to the product takes place through 

other different support or vehicles of information then WOM. 

• In what concerns WOM effect on the definition of buying responsibility, 

research shows the presence of in-promptu or spontaneous logic adopted by 

the buying centers, based on the participants prior experience, as also, on the 

access to WOM channels (“who knows who” logic). In the cases studied, 

Deciders, who were empowered to choose, saw their responsibility get 

stronger because they “owned the WOM channel”. 



                                                                                                                                                  73 

• Research indicates that WOM sources affect substantially the information 

search and that can generate totally opposite effects. That is, it can either 

extend the length of the stage, in which the WOM source is requested to 

share all his experience, for instances by making the Decider aware of all 

range of products previously evaluated (“play safe” posture), or, on the 

opposite direction, in which the Decider intends to shorten the process and 

capitalize directly on the sources conclusions (“rip benefits” posture). 

• The study highlights that WOM contacts gain preference in comparison with 

commercial sources. WOM came always before contacts with the 

companies/product vendors, showing that deciders always approached 

vendors after discussing first with their WOM sources, and that the purpose of 

those contacts was mainly to validate information acquired through WOM. 

• It is reasonable to conclude that WOM sources were only considered as away 

to move the process forward because the first contact with information 

through other sources by the decider was satisfactory. 

• Regarding the outcome of the studied cases, we could confirm the “chain-

effect” linking the cases and curiously what can be called as a “first-mover 

advantage” in what concerns the chosen product. Deciders tended to validate 

(validation process) the product that was firstly introduced to them by the 

WOM source, expressing some wish to corroborate the decision of the WOM 

source and satisfaction in the end for that outcome.  

7.2 RQ 2. - How can the individuals using WOM in the buying 
process be described? 

 

The conducted research indicates above all that in small and centric decision making 

units, Deciders holding both high responsibilities as well highly empowered to decide 

will engage and rely strongly on WOM advice to support their decision process.   

We derive the main conclusions from the research, concerning the second research 

question as: 

• Research gives bases to the finding that seeking WOM input is seen as a act 

of responsibility, therefore only proactively searched by the individuals facing 

effective responsibility of decision (Decider);  
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• Deciders handle WOM with care, meaning that WOM sources will be selected 

based on quality instead of quantity (typically one source). 

• Research acknowledges the fact that Deciders carry the belief that the WOM 

source can a be a reliable helper in solving the purchase task, and seek for a 

high engagement with the WOM source promoting a close interaction with of 

the WOM source throughout the process. 

• Based on the finding from the research, we can conclude that Deciders seek 

WOM sources that are capable of providing “good assistance”, which implies 

a rich contact both in frequency and in depth of information transacted. In 

other words, Deciders don’t seek for a brief, inconsequent WOM contacts, but 

instead, act seriously about it.   

7.3 RQ 3. - How can the purpose of using WOM in the buying 
process be described? 

 

The conducted research indicates above all that the main driver behind WOM 

demand from Deciders is to mitigate the purchase burden or complexity, followed by 

the product complexity. Also, that a response to social pressure of conforming to 

choices priory done by peers, is an undeniable aspect.    

We derive the main conclusions from the research, concerning the third research 

question as: 

• The research enables us to conclude that non-frequent buyers, inserted in 

specific, characteristic social/professional groups tend to rely strongly on 

WOM coming from peers of the same group (professional affiliation factor). 

• The decider within an organization confronted with a purchase task, will try to 

wisely balance the corporate or organizational need with it’s own needs and 

difficulties, and WOM plays a decisive role on that. 

• Deciders tend both to capitalize on previous work done by WOM sources (and 

prior product adopters) making the purchase easier to handle, as well, to 

secure their decision with strong backup based on experimental evidences. 

• In the three studied cases the fact that WOM sources were being used was 

intentionally made public and that fact was even used to strengthen the 

conclusion. 
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• Research allows us to conclude that while dealing with intangible and 

complex products (e.g. software) the Decider sees in WOM the opportunity to 

predict it’s own scenario and to get more tangible evidence of the suitability of 

the product and success of the purchase.  

• The Decider will take its WOM source situation as a reference model, from 

which he will learn from and derive conclusions for its own scenario.     

7.4 RQ 4.  - How can the individuals providing WOM to the buying 
process be described? 

  

The conducted research indicates above all that the external individuals to the 

buying center used as a WOM source should be recognized as an official entity or 

role in the process, which theory still doesn’t support. Those individuals are shown to 

act as real decision partners, adopting a cooperative posture towards the Decider 

and acting far beyond typical “influencers”.   

• The conducted research indicates that peers that were previous buyers of a 

product are seen as reliable references and selected as WOM sources.  

• WOM source tend to invest in proving the correctness of his choice to the one 

requesting for information (sort of “evangelization” attitude).  

• Targeted WOM sources also feel the responsibility of the advice they ‘re being 

asked for and will respond accordingly with a responsible attitude. 

• The behavior observed in the WOM sources configures more of an “advisor” 

or “partner” (due to the evident co-responsibility), then with any other role 

contemplated by OBB theory.    

7.4 Overall conclusion 

 

The purpose of this research was to provide better understanding on the use of 

WOM by Deciders in an organizational setting and its influence on product 

acquisition. We have conducted an extensive analysis and managed to collected 

sufficient information in order to provide comprehensive answers to the research 

questions, therefore considering the results satisfactory. 
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7.5 Implications  

 

In this final section of the thesis, we will provide implications for managements i.e. 

managers and practitioners who provide software solutions or work with technology 

products. Afterwards, we will provide implications to the theory i.e. responses to the 

theories adopted in the thesis. We will conclude the thesis with recommendations for 

researchers who can use this thesis to further creating a deeper understanding in the 

field of OBB. 

7.5.1 Implications for management  

 

The following are the main implications for managers and practitioners originated 

from the research conducted: 

 

• WOM phenomenon is far from being mastered by marketers. It’s particularly 

lacking attention on OBB settings; 

 

• WOM is present wherever people are. Thus, it doesn’t become of minor 

importance in an OBB setting. By the contrary, obligation to sustain a decision 

promotes a stronger engagement from the buyer and WOM is seen as a 

valuable and effective instrument;  

 

• WOM cannot be avoided. Instead intelligently fostered and used for sales 

success. All commercial communication and approach from the seller should 

acknowledge the inevitability of WOM and be built in a way to promote a 

positive chain effect.    

 

• The individual should be acknowledged as a “sole entity” and all the personal 

factors should never be underestimated in the context of a purchase. The 

same way the buyer is forced to balance personal needs and interests with 

corporate ones, the seller must consider both and try to understand the 

individual inside the organization and the pressures and challenges his facing 

along with the purchase task.  
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• Personal relations and bonding between buyer and seller can overcome 

difficulties imposed by the organizations in the context of a purchase and 

shouldn’t be underestimated.     

 

• A seller company should try to approach and interpret each sale in a holistic 

way, trying to whenever possible identify what is the reference present in the 

buyers mind-set and his product perception (i.e. reference from other clients, 

earlier adopters of the product); 

 

• By doing the previous the seller will be able to support the buyer in his 

learning and adaptation process in an effective way, that doesn’t go against or 

disrupts with the references of the buyer. That is particularly important in the 

case of innovative and complex products, with level of perceived risk.  

7.5.2 Implication for theory 

 

The purpose of the study had been to describe a phenomenon within a specific area 

of research (WOM and OBB). We aimed to get a better understanding of the 

phenomenon by answering the research questions connected to WOM use in an 

OBB setting. This has been possible because of the theories proposed by previous 

researchers in the both the field of OBB as well as in consumer marketing.  

 

Theories selected in the conceptual framework have proven some times correlate 

and some times deviated. The OBB theory used - Webster' (1965), Webster & Wind 

(1972), Johnston & Bonoma (1981) shows in general to have out grown with time, 

and some sections were found the data not corresponding entirely to the theory or 

additional information has been appended.  

 

On the other hand theory presented by Dichter (1966), Katz (1955), Bansal and 

Voyer (2000), Nelson  (1970), Roselius (1971) and Still, Barnes and Kooyman 

(1987) have been deviated from the previous consumer-marketing context as they 

were studied in completely new setting (OBB). The theories showed to apply to the 

study of an organizational decision. We feel that we have contributed to the theories 

adopted by testing them in a different setting for a new perspective. 
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The main implication for theory coming out the present study is to help proving the 

validity of combining theories from, classically judged, as belonging to different fields 

to address a contemporary issue. We believe that further efforts in that direction will 

help updating both bodies of research and test the creation of a unified body of 

research, resulting from the merge of organizational marketing and consumer 

marketing.    

7.6 Recommendations for further research 

 

Today’s organizations, buying needs and associated behaviors are far different from 

the ones in the decades when the major OBB theories were postulated. 

Organizations are nowadays more versatile, work less specialized (people 

confronted with a wider spectrum of challenges and responsibilities) and markets 

unregulated and far more complex. Most of the research conducted on OBB, 

assumes systematic buyers and, most of the times, large industry organizations as 

objects of study and possessed embedded characteristics of those organizations. 

Thus, it’s inevitable to recommend that new research should validate or adapt 

classical theory to today’s organizations. 

 

Also, Dichotomy between consumer marketing and organizational marketing it’s still 

a hot topic that will keep on generating discussion. Study of overlaps, as between 

OBB theories and traditionally considered as consumer theories as WOM, are 

scarcely developed in literature and possibilities to expand the research are very 

interesting and needed. 
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9. Appendix A: QUESTIONNAIRE / INTERVIEW GUIDE: 

 

Organization/Department: _____________________________________________ 

Interviewed individual:       _____________________________________________ 

Position:                             _____________________________________________ 

 

 

Purchase key-facts and contextualization  

 

• How would you briefly describe generally describe their purchasing 

operations? 

• Was in this case the first time this kind of product was purchase?  

• How would you briefly describe the product, its intended use and needs 

addressed? 

• How would you briefly describe the departmental unit? 

• How would you briefly describe the experience held by the departmental unit 

on acquisitions?   

 

On the purchase Process and use of WOM  

 

• Please give us a chronological description of the sequence of activities taking 

place to throughout the purchase? 

• Was there any method or process in place to be used as a reference on how 

to conduct the purchase? If yes, please describe it to us. 

• What would you say, ”triggered” the whole process? How did it get started? 

• Was there a clear notion/understanding of the needs?  

• How was the purchase and product perceived regarding: 

• Risk: What risks were perceived? 

 

Difficulty:  

• What difficulties were perceived?  
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• Was there consensus among the group regarding the previous? Discussion 

took place? How did it occur?  

• Was the product known to address the needs, i.e. was the group aware of the 

existence of a specific suitable product to address the needs? 

• How did the group take notice of the product existence? 

• How many products were considered? 

• How was information on those products collected? How did it reach the 

group?  

• Tell us if and how comparative analysis of the products took place? 

• Was that analysis qualitative or quantitative, making use of established 

criteria?  

• What was the decision making time available or wished to reach a final 

decision? 

 

On the group undertaking the purchase( Decision Making Unit) 

 

• Of the persons belonging to the organization, who was involved in the 

purchase? How large was the group?  

• How can you characterize the group involved in the purchase, particularly 

regarding the environment/communication among them? 

• Was there direct communication among the members? 

• Was the purchase dependent or under the influence of other departmental 

units or areas inside the organization?  

• Was there any formal responsibilities regarding the purchase, already 

assigned to the members of the group, implied in their organizational role? 

• Were specific responsibilities regarding the purchase defined within the group, 

during the process? 

• Was there a purchase leader, holding ultimate responsibility for decision-

making? 

• How would you characterize the empowerment to decide or ”weight” of that 

responsible in the final decision?  

• Was there anyone initiating/triggering the process? 

• How many of the individuals of the group were future users of the product? 
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• If and how many formal organizational policies or rules were present and 

influenced the process?  

• Was there anyone assuring compliance with those organizational rules? 

• How would you describe the experience of the group on purchasing, 

particularly on the frequency and scale of purchases conducted in the past? 

• Was anyone proactively influencing the process or the decision? 

 

On was WOM used throughout the purchase 

 

• Was there any other organizational or procedural aspect influencing or 

pressuring the decision?    

• Are you familiar with the concept of WOM?  

• Do you agree with this definition (present definition)? 

• What do you think? What’s your opinion? 

• Please describe whenever was WOM used throughout the process?  

• What was the motivation or purpose of using WOM? Whenever it was 

promoted (demanded) by the group carrying the purchase? 

• How would you describe the overall importance of WOM presence throughout 

the process? 

• Was WOM spontaneously identified as a possible instrument to help the 

process/support the decision? 

• Was WOM promoted proactively (demanded) by the members? 

• Had WOM been used before? Was it practice when conducting acquisitions? 

• How would you rate the value given to WOM? 

• What kind of information was transacted through WOM? (e.g. testimonials) 

• Was there any specific facts/details though after in those WOM 

events/contacts? 

• How did those WOM events occurred? 

• How can you describe the dynamics of communication among the members 

throughout the process? 

• Did all internal individuals involved in the process use WOM throughout the 

process? 
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• Was that explicit? Commented among the group? Was the information 

retrieved to the inside of the group through WOM shared and discussed in the 

group?  

• How would you describe the importance/relevancy of those contacts in the 

whole process? 

 

On external individuals/sources of WOM involved 

 

• Regarding external individuals to the organization, who else was involved? 

(External sources as colleagues, peers in other organizations, previous 

buyers, etc.) 

• When did it happen? 

• How can that participation be described?  

• How was communication taking place? 

• Was there any criteria/rationale in selecting those sources of WOM (i.e why 

those not others)? 

• How would describe those individuals? (i.e. in terms of their job position, 

activity, similarities/things in common with the purchasers in the group) 

• Any other aspect we should pay attention to? 

• What was the contact with the product, by the elected WOM sources? 

• What was the contact with the organisation, by the elected WOM sources? 

• How would you describe the existent relation with those individuals?     

• Were they known to be former purchasers of the same product? 

• How would you rate the overall influence/importance of those individuals 

participation? 


