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INTRODUCTION

Imagine you are chatting with a friend who tells you she 
is looking for a new travel coffee mug. She asks you to 
recommend a good travel mug, and because you really 
like the mug you have, you recommended the same one 
to your friend. You leave the interaction feeling good that 
you were able to use your own experience to help your 
friend solve a problem and purchase a quality product. 
Later, however, you discover that she ended up choosing 
a different mug, rejecting your recommendation! How 
might you react when you learn this, and how might it 
influence your decision-making the next time you need 
to buy a travel mug?

A recommendation is a specific form of word of 
mouth (WOM), wherein a consumer suggests a product 

or brand to a specific other consumer (Yeomans, 2019). 
Recommending is a common behavior—55% of consum-
ers report recommending a product to a friend or family 
member at least once per month and 30% report doing 
so weekly (Baer & Lemin, 2019). Given this prevalence, 
research has focused on why consumers share recom-
mendations (Berger, 2014; Brown et al., 2005) and how 
they integrate the recommendations they receive into 
their own decision-making (e.g., Iyer & Griffin,  2021; 
Zhao & Xie, 2011). Meanwhile, relatively little research 
has considered the consequences for the sharer of mak-
ing recommendations (or sharing other WOM). The 
limited research in this area examines how the manner 
in which WOM is shared influences the sharer's subse-
quent perceptions of the recommended product (e.g., 
Moore,  2012; Shen & Sengupta,  2018). The present 
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research contributes to this literature by exploring how 
a recommendee's product decision (i.e., the choice of a 
WOM recipient) affects the recommender's (i.e., WOM 
sharer's) subsequent product decisions.

Compared to other forms of WOM (i.e., online 
product reviews), recommendations are more targeted 
to specific others (Yeomans, 2019). This is one reason 
recommendations are generally sought and shared 
within preexisting relationships (Liu & Gal, 2011). The 
relational nature of recommendations also means that 
recommenders can learn the recommendee's choice 
more often than might be expected from other WOM. 
When the recommendee's choice is not congruent with 
the recommendation, we refer to this as a rejected 
recommendation.

How might recommenders respond to a rejected 
recommendation? Extant WOM research suggests 
that those who share positive WOM are relatively 
loyal to the products they recommend (de Matos & 
Rossi, 2008). This loyalty is driven by their own pos-
itive product experiences and because WOM serves 
as a public commitment to the product (Baca-Motes 
et al., 2013). Contrary to this position, we contend that 
recommenders are highly sensitive to the decision of 
their recommendee and that rejected recommenda-
tions impact recommenders strongly enough to over-
come these factors to ultimately reduce their future 
intentions toward the product. We suggest this occurs 
as a function of updated self-perceptions in the form 
of reduced perceptions of expertise related to the focal 
product. Returning to the opening example, learning 
your friend rejected your recommendation might lead 
you to question your expertise about travel mugs, thus 
possibly reducing your likelihood to repurchase that 
type of mug in the future. We propose that these re-
duced product intentions will result even though you 
were happy with your experience with the mug and felt 
strongly enough about that experience to recommend 
it to your friend.

This research contributes to theory in multiple ways. 
First, it augments the WOM literature by identifying 
and exploring a novel outcome of consumer WOM in-
teractions—rejected recommendations—wherein WOM 
sharers' behaviors are negatively affected by learning 
that their WOM suggestions are not followed. Second, 
we identify two theoretically driven boundary conditions 
that influence how and when this rejected recommenda-
tion effect manifests: psychological closeness (Aron & 
Aron, 1986) and salience of horizontal product differen-
tiation (Spiller & Belogolova, 2017). Third, we contribute 
to a nascent literature that considers how interactions in 
the WOM environment affect WOM sharers. By apply-
ing a social influence lens to WOM sharing, we show that 
rejected recommendations can lead those who share pos-
itive WOM (and who should thus be loyal to the product) 
to reduce future intentions toward the recommended 
product. Importantly, we demonstrate that this effect 

is distinct from a social proof account (Cialdini, 1984), 
in that it exerts influence beyond that associated with 
simply learning of another's divergent choice. Last, our 
findings have implications for consumer well-being. 
Since rejected recommendations lead recommenders to 
question their expertise, there may be detrimental effects 
on recommenders' self-perceptions, leading them to shift 
away from products they might otherwise value.

CONCEPTUA L BACKGROU N D

Word of mouth

WOM has long been recognized as important to market-
ers (e.g., Arndt, 1967; Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006). Thus, 
considerable research focuses on predicting when and 
why consumers share WOM (see Berger, 2014, for review) 
and how they integrate others' WOM into their decision-
making (e.g., Iyer & Griffin,  2021; Zhao & Xie,  2011). 
Recently, research has also started to consider how shar-
ing WOM impacts the sharer. An initial finding in this 
domain is that offering WOM enhances the sharer's social 
self-perceptions (Chawdhary & Dall'Olmo Riley, 2015). 
Additionally, when WOM is shared orally (vs. in writ-
ing), the sharer's sense of connection with the promoted 
brand is strengthened (Shen & Sengupta, 2018). Further, 
using explanatory language in WOM allows consum-
ers to better understand their prior experiences, often 
negatively affecting WOM sharers' post-hoc evaluations 
of hedonic experiences and polarizing evaluations of 
utilitarian experiences (Moore, 2012). Last, when WOM 
sharers feel obligated to consider the recipient's prefer-
ences, the effortful nature of perspective-taking can re-
sult in a negative hedonic experience, especially when the 
recipient's preferences diverge from those of the sharer 
(Yeomans, 2019).

Collectively, this prior research considers how the 
perceptions of WOM sharers are affected by the shar-
er's own WOM behaviors. Meanwhile, little research 
has considered how WOM sharers' perceptions might 
be affected by the behaviors of WOM recipients. One ex-
ception found that negative product evaluations can be 
mitigated by product-related conversations with another 
consumer about their positive experience with the same 
product (Brannon & Samper, 2018). This effect, however, 
requires both parties to have consumed the product and 
then engaged in a detailed discussion of their unique 
experiences. The present research instead considers the 
consequences that emerge when a WOM sharer simply 
learns about the choice of the WOM recipient.

Recommendations: Individually tailored WOM

Recommendations are a specific form of WOM involv-
ing a consumer (the recommender) suggesting a product, 
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service, or brand to a specific other consumer (the rec-
ommendee), based on perceptions of the recommendee's 
preferences (Yeomans, 2019). Although some WOM con-
sists of relatively impersonal communication to a broad 
audience (e.g., online reviews), recommendations are per-
sonalized and require recommenders to have some level 
of knowledge about the recommendee (Yeomans, 2019). 
Therefore, consumers tend to solicit and provide rec-
ommendations within preexisting and ongoing rela-
tionships (Liu & Gal,  2011). Given these relationships, 
recommenders typically continue to interact with rec-
ommendees after providing a recommendation and thus 
have a reasonable likelihood of learning whether the rec-
ommendee's choice aligns with their recommendation.

Consumer responses to rejected 
recommendations

When people provide recommendations to others, they 
typically assume their guidance is not only good but 
also that it will be followed (Mullen, 1983). Thus, learn-
ing one's recommendation was not followed (i.e., was 
rejected) should promote causal elaboration (Wong & 
Weiner,  1981) wherein recommenders consider why. 
Given recommendations are generally provided within 
existing relationships, recommenders may be hesitant to 
direct blame toward the recommendee, as that may harm 
their relationship (e.g., Murray et al., 2006). Incorrectly 
externalizing blame may also leave the recommender 
vulnerable to giving poor advice to other consumers in 
the future. Instead, we propose recommenders will inter-
nalize a rejected recommendation by interpreting it as a 
signal that their recommendation was not good enough 
and that their expertise related to the focal product is 
lower than previously believed.

Consumer expertise

Consumer expertise refers to one's ability to per-
form product-related tasks successfully (Alba & 
Hutchinson,  1987). Like intelligence and knowledge, 
expertise entails the acquisition of information and the 
development of cognitive structures. Expertise addition-
ally consists of leveraging this information to realize 
positive marketplace outcomes (e.g., make good deci-
sions, find better information, and process information 
more quickly; Alba & Hutchinson, 2000). Expertise is a 
characteristic that one may assess either externally (i.e., 
assessing another's expertise; Krauss & Fussell, 1991) or 
internally (i.e., self-perceived expertise; Atir et al., 2015). 
Expertise also has both objective and subjective compo-
nents. Objective expertise refers to a consumer's actual 
knowledge and abilities, while subjective expertise re-
fers to what a consumer believes they know and can do 
(Brucks, 1985). The two are not always highly correlated, 

with subjective perceptions of expertise more prone to 
fluctuate based on one's experiences (Park et al., 1994). 
We propose that a rejected recommendation is one such 
experience that will affect recommenders' perceptions of 
their own subjective expertise related to the focal prod-
uct, hereafter referred to as self-perceived expertise.

Rejected recommendations reduce 
self-perceived expertise

When consumers recommend, they often do so because 
they had a positive experience with the product (Chen 
et al., 2017) and believe it to be relatively high in quality 
(Tripathi, 2017). Such experiences can inflate one's self-
perceived product knowledge (Marks & Kamins, 1988). 
Moreover, when asked for advice in a specific domain, 
individuals often assume the other party perceives them 
to be knowledgeable about that domain, which further 
inflates self-perceived expertise (Brooks et  al.,  2015). 
This leads recommenders to not only assume that they 
provide good advice but also that the recipient will fol-
low their advice (Mullen, 1983).

When a recommendation is rejected, it challenges the 
belief that one is knowledgeable and offers sound advice. 
When consumers encounter information that is incon-
sistent with their initial assessment, this leads them to 
update said assessment (Hoffrage et al., 2000; Pirmoradi 
& McKelvie, 2015). A natural consequence of a rejected 
recommendation would thus be for recommenders to 
question their credibility as a WOM source, their abil-
ity to make good choices within the product category, or 
their ability to accurately evaluate their own experience 
with the product (Huneke et al., 2004). Thus, we propose 
that a rejected recommendation will reduce the recom-
mender's self-perceived expertise.

When consumers believe they have less expertise 
in a product category, they are less confident in their 
choices in that category, which results in increased 
switching among alternatives and decreased loyalty 
(Bell et al., 2005). Switching also occurs because trying 
new options facilitates learning in the category, which 
can boost expertise (Clarkson et al., 2013). Taking these 
observations and tendencies together, we propose that 
following a rejected recommendation, recommenders 
will be less likely to repurchase or choose their initially 
recommended product, and this effect will occur as a 
function of reduced self-perceived expertise. Formally,

H1.  A rejected (vs. accepted) recommen-
dation will reduce the recommender's future 
intentions toward the recommended product.

H2.  The negative effect of a rejected rec-
ommendation on future product intentions 
will be mediated by reduced self-perceived 
expertise.
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The moderating role of psychological closeness

Our theoretical model proposes that rejected recom-
mendations reduce recommenders' future product 
intentions via decreased self-perceived expertise. 
However, it is unlikely all rejected recommendations 
will elicit this response to the same degree. One fac-
tor we expect to determine the extent to which self-
perceived expertise is affected is the psychological 
closeness between the recommender and recom-
mendee. Psychological closeness refers to one's feel-
ings of attachment to and perceived connection with 
another person (Aron et  al.,  1991). When an individ-
ual feels close to another, the behaviors of that other 
have an especially strong influence on one's sense of 
self (Aron & Aron,  1986). When a close other rejects 
one's recommendation, this should elicit heightened 
feelings of threat, self-doubt, and other negative self-
perceptions (Murray et al., 1998). We expect a rejected 
recommendation from a closer (vs. more distant) other 
to have a stronger negative effect on recommender self-
perceived expertise, which will in turn have a stronger 
negative effect on subsequent recommender product 
intentions. Formally,

H3.  The negative effect of a rejected rec-
ommendation on the recommender's future 
product intentions will be moderated by psy-
chological closeness, such that the effect will 
be stronger when the recommendee is a closer 
(vs. more distant) other.

The moderating role of product 
differentiation salience

We also note that consumers vary in the extent to which 
they perceive a given product to differ from its alterna-
tives primarily as a matter of quality (i.e., objective su-
periority of an option or “vertical differentiation”) or 
taste (i.e., alignment of a product with one's subjective 
preferences or “horizontal differentiation”; Tirole, 1988). 
Importantly, these perceptions are not fixed but vary 
from consumer to consumer and can shift based on 
the salience of a product's quality or taste-based attrib-
utes (Spiller & Belogolova, 2017). Further, vertical and 

horizontal differentiation are not always orthogonal. For 
example, within a category like automobiles, there can 
be a high degree of both vertical (e.g., Lexus/Mercedes 
vehicles are objectively better) and horizontal differen-
tiation (some customers prefer SUVs, while others prefer 
sedans).

We suggest that when consumers experience a re-
jected recommendation, they are more inclined to 
consider vertical aspects of differentiation. This is be-
cause the act of seeking a recommendation implies the 
recommendee believes that, even accounting for one's 
personal preferences, objective differences in product 
quality exist. That is, if the optimal choice is simply 
a matter of personal preference, then recommendees 
would not seek advice, for they know their own prefer-
ences best. When vertical differentiation is salient, the 
negative effect of a rejected recommendation should 
emerge if the recommender interprets the recommend-
ee's divergent choice as a signal that a higher-quality 
option was chosen. Alternatively, if the degree to 
which the product is horizontally differentiated from 
its alternatives is made salient to the recommender, 
a rejected recommendation can instead be explained 
by the recommendee having idiosyncratic preferences. 
This explanation represents less of an indictment of 
the recommender's expertise and should thus serve to 
mitigate the impact of a rejected recommendation on 
future product intentions (see Figure 1 for conceptual 
model). Formally,

H4.  The negative effect of a rejected rec-
ommendation on the recommender's future 
product intentions will be moderated by 
product differentiation, such that the effect 
will be mitigated when horizontal differentia-
tion is made salient.

Potential alternative explanations

While we propose rejected recommendations will reduce 
recommenders' future product intentions via reduced 
self-perceived expertise, we acknowledge this may not be 
recommenders' sole response to a rejected recommenda-
tion. First, it is possible that simply observing another's 

F I G U R E  1   Conceptual framework for the effect of rejected recommendations on recommenders' future product intentions.
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divergent choice would lead recommenders to shift 
away from their preferred option due to updating beliefs 
about either product quality or normative behavior in 
the category (Burnkrant & Cousineau, 1975; Burnstein 
& Vinokur,  1975). In other words, a recommendation 
might not be needed to trigger this process. While such 
informational and normative social influence effects 
are well-established (Cialdini & Goldstein,  2004), we 
propose a rejected recommendation will exert a distinct 
effect beyond these. When consumers simply observe an-
other's divergent choice (in the absence of recommend-
ing), they are less invested in that choice and less likely 
to interpret it as a negative signal of their own credibility 
as a WOM source (i.e., they should not question their ex-
pertise to the same degree). We test this alternative ex-
planation and demonstrate the unique effect of rejected 
recommendations in Studies 1a–1c.

Second, because consumers use others' divergent 
choices to make inferences about the quality of the pur-
chased product (Burnkrant & Cousineau,  1975), a re-
jected recommendation might simply be interpreted as a 
signal that the recommended product is of lower quality 
than initially believed (and the other's choice is not inter-
nalized as reflective of expertise). Such product-quality 
inferences would also reduce the recommender's subse-
quent intentions to purchase this product. We do not be-
lieve, however, that these quality inferences will solely 
explain reduced product intentions following a rejected 
recommendation. Rather, we propose the negative self-
inferences stemming from reduced self-perceived exper-
tise will have a unique effect on recommenders' product 
intentions beyond any quality inferences. This is because 
individuals prioritize coping with self-threat—as would 
arise when one's expertise is challenged—before wor-
rying about other signals in their social environment 
(Bandura, 1989). Thus, while an informational social in-
fluence account (Burnkrant & Cousineau, 1975) suggests 
product-related inferences stemming from a rejected 
recommendation might influence future product inten-
tions, we propose our hypothesized self-perceived exper-
tise process will play a more critical role in predicting 
said intentions. We test this in Studies 2a and 2b.

Third, when individuals feel rejected by another, they 
generate negative evaluations of those who have rejected 
them (Bond et al., 2006; Fein & Spencer, 1997). For exam-
ple, in the management domain, learning that one's ad-
vice was ignored leads more senior advisors to negatively 
evaluate more junior advisees (Blunden et al., 2019). That 
line of work suggests that a rejected recommendation will 
potentially offend the recommender. While some feel-
ings of offense might result, these are unlikely to carry 
through to future product intentions. We test this com-
peting account in Studies 2a and 2b. In summary, while 
rejected recommendations may influence consumers in 
multiple ways, we contend that reduced self-perceived 
expertise is a crucial process through which rejected rec-
ommendations affect future product intentions.

Overview of studies

We test our theoretical framework across seven experi-
ments. Study 1 consists of three experiments that test our 
proposed main effect and differentiate rejected recom-
mendations from a social proof explanation. Next, Study 
2 features two experiments that test the mediating role of 
self-perceived expertise and examine competing expla-
nations. Study 3 replicates this mediating effect and tests 
the moderating role of psychological closeness. Finally, 
Study 4 leverages an in-person recommendation para-
digm and consequential choice to test the moderating 
role of horizontal differentiation salience.

STU DY 1:  DI FFERENTI ATING 
REJECTED RECOM M EN DATIONS 
FROM SOCI A L PROOF

Study 1 consists of three experiments that test the effect 
of rejected recommendations on recommenders' future 
intentions toward the product. Importantly, these stud-
ies are designed to demonstrate that rejected recommen-
dations affect recommender choice beyond what would 
be expected from consumers updating preferences when 
observing divergent choices (e.g., Argo, 2020; Dahl, 2013; 
White & Argo,  2011). Specifically, our theory sug-
gests that the effects of rejected recommendations will 
emerge only when a recommendation is provided and a 
divergent choice by the recommendee (and not another 
consumer) is observed. Studies 1a and 1b test the first 
condition by comparing a rejected recommendation to 
learning of another's divergent choice in the absence of a 
recommendation. Study 1c tests the second condition by 
examining how providers of a recommendation respond 
when learning of a divergent choice by the recommendee 
versus another consumer to whom a recommendation 
was not provided.

Study 1a procedure

We propose that those who provide a recommenda-
tion will report reduced future intentions toward their 
recommended option upon learning the recommendee 
made a divergent choice. This effect should not emerge 
for those who learn of another's divergent choice with-
out having first provided a recommendation or for those 
whose recommendees select the recommended option 
(i.e., recommenders who learn their recommendation 
was accepted).

Undergraduates (n = 188) completed a 2 (recom-
mendation status: recommendation vs. no recom-
mendation) × 2 (choice congruence: incongruent vs. 
congruent) between-participants experiment in ex-
change for course credit (Mage = 20.2 years; 54.8% 
female). This study was preregistered (https://​osf.​
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io/​eyn5a/​?​view_​only=​ba897​f62e9​7141a​eb687​324e5​
3528c4b). We present only our focal measures in the 
manuscript for brevity, but we note that this study was 
run earlier in the research program. Therefore, we col-
lected a series of additional measures relating to at-
tributions, potential processes, and evaluations of the 
recommendee. All measures and related analyses are 
provided in Appendix MDA A.

Upon entering the lab, participants sat at individual 
stations where they were presented with three pens of 
similar quality and a piece of paper. They were informed 
that they would get to select one pen to keep at the end 
of the session and were asked to evaluate each pen and 
indicate their favorite. After indicating their initial pref-
erence, participants learned they would be leaving the 
main lab to have a discussion with another student from 
a separate research group. In actuality, this other par-
ticipant was a hypothesis-blind, female confederate. 
Prior to participants exiting the lab to enter the break-
out room, the lab manager handed each one a colored 
sticky note that covertly indicated their pen choice to the 
confederate. This sticky note allowed the confederate to 
make a congruent or incongruent choice in the no rec-
ommendation condition.

Upon entering the breakout room, participants sat at 
a table with the confederate, who indicated that they had 
received instructions from the researchers about the con-
versation topic. In the recommendation condition, the 
confederate informed each participant that she was sup-
posed to choose one pen out of three options. She had re-
ceived basic information about the pens but was not able 
to physically test them. She then asked the participant 
which pen they would recommend. Providing a recom-
mendation was not forced, yet all participants in the rec-
ommendation condition chose to do so. After receiving 
the recommendation, the confederate paused to consider 
the options and then communicated her final choice to 
the participant. For tracking purposes, the confederate 
assigned participants to a condition by alternating be-
tween congruent and incongruent. After disclosing her 
intended choice, the confederate indicated that the par-
ticipant should go back to their original station in the lab 
(see Appendix MDA A for full scripts).

In the no recommendation condition, the confederate 
engaged the participant in a conversation about a dif-
ferent product category (business cards). The interaction 
was of similar length (1–2 min) and involved discuss-
ing product preferences; however, the confederate did 
not solicit a recommendation. At the end of the inter-
action, the confederate steered the conversation to the 
pen-selection task and indicated their own choice (either 
congruent or incongruent with the participant's choice, 
based on condition).

Upon returning to the lab, participants were reminded 
they would receive the pen of their choice. They then in-
dicated their selection and received their pen. Future 
product intentions were operationalized as whether the 

recommendee switched between the initially selected 
option and their final choice (switched choice = 1, main-
tained choice = 0). Our framework predicted increased 
switching only when the confederate made an incongru-
ent choice following a recommendation, whereas a social 
proof account would predict increased switching follow-
ing an incongruent choice in both the recommendation 
and no recommendation conditions. After selecting their 
pen, participants completed additional measures and de-
mographics (see Appendix MDA A).

Study 1a results

We planned to conduct a logistic regression to test the 
interactive effect of choice congruence and recom-
mendation status on pen choice. However, an initial 
analysis revealed low incidence of switching in three 
of the four experimental conditions (n ≤ 3 per cell, 
19 cases total). With two independent variables, we 
had 9.5 events per variable (EPV). This fell short of 
the minimum recommended EPV for logistic regres-
sion, which ranges from 10 (Peduzzi et al., 1996) to 20 
(Feinstein,  1996), rendering a logistic regression an 
inappropriate test. As an alternative, Rosenthal and 
Rosnow (2008) suggest ANOVA as an appropriate ap-
proach, noting it can “generally give quite accurate 
results” for dichotomous data (p. 596). Thus, we fol-
lowed our preregistered fallback analysis plan of cod-
ing each of the four unique conditions and conducting 
a one-way ANOVA of switching rates. This ANOVA 
resulted in a significant omnibus test (F(3, 184) = 15.50, 
p < 0.001; η2

p = 0.20). We next examined the contrast be-
tween those in the recommendation/incongruent con-
dition and the other three conditions (contrast coding: 
recommendation/incongruent = 3, recommendation/
congruent = −1, no recommendation/incongruent = −1; 
no recommendation/congruent = −1, procedure per 
Buckless & Ravenscroft,  1990). Those in the recom-
mendation/incongruent condition switched away from 
their recommended pen more often (15 of 43 switched; 

F I G U R E  2   Study 1a results – the effect of another's 
congruent versus incongruent choice after recommending (vs. not 
recommending).
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P = 34.88%, SD = 48.22%) than those in the other con-
ditions (4 of 145 switched; P = 2.76%, SD = 16.44%; F(1, 
186) = 46.62, p < 0.0001; �2

p
 = 0.20; see Figure 2). Pairwise 

contrasts revealed those in the recommendation/in-
congruent condition switched more often (P = 34.88%) 
than those in the no recommendation/incongruent 
condition (2 of 43 switched; P = 4.65%, SD = 21.31%; 
F(1, 184) = 26.69, p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.13), the recommenda-

tion/congruent condition (1 of 48 switched; P = 2.08%, 
SD = 14.43%; F(1, 184) = 32.93, p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.15), and 

the no recommendation/congruent condition (1 of 
54 switched; P = 1.85%, SD = 13.61%; F(1, 184) = 35.24, 
p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.16). Participants thus switched away 

from their initial choice more often after making a rec-
ommendation and learning their recommendation was 
rejected, compared not only to an accepted recommen-
dation but also to learning of another's incongruent 
choice when no recommendation was made.

Study 1b procedure

Study 1b was designed to replicate Study 1a using a dif-
ferent recommendation interaction and product cat-
egory. Undergraduates (n = 174) were randomly assigned 
to conditions in a 2 (recommendation status: recommen-
dation vs. no recommendation) × 2 (choice congruence: 
incongruent vs. congruent) between-participants experi-
ment (Mage = 19.6 years; 44.2% female).

Participants first viewed two 2-min virtual roller-
coaster rides that were respectively labeled as from 
“Adventure Park” and “Thrill World.” These virtual 
rides were curated from the same real theme park 
(identity disguised). The presentation order of the two 
experiences was randomized. After viewing the rides, 
participants in the recommendation condition read 
there was another group of participants completing the 
study, and they would be matched with a participant 
from this other research group for the remainder of the 
study (in actuality, there were no other students—par-
ticipants instead engaged with pre-scripted communi-
cations). They read that this partner was being asked 
to choose between the same virtual rides the partic-
ipant experienced, and they should provide a recom-
mendation to help their partner make a choice. After 
reading this, participants selected the option they 
wanted to recommend. After recommending, partic-
ipants spent 20 s viewing a waiting page while their 
partner ostensibly made their choice. When the page 
advanced, participants received a message indicating 
the partner's choice. In the congruent condition, the 
message indicated the partner accepted the recom-
mendation (e.g., if the participant recommended Thrill 
World, the message read, “You recommended that I 
pick Thrill World. And, after looking at the choices I 
decided to pick Thrill World”). In the incongruent con-
dition, the message indicated that the partner chose the 

experience from the park that was not recommended 
(i.e., they rejected the recommendation).

In the no recommendation condition, after viewing 
the two virtual rides, participants indicated which park 
they would prefer to visit. They then read that there was 
another group of participants completing the study who 
were also choosing between the two parks, and they had 
been paired with a member of this group. After viewing a 
20-s waiting page, they received a message indicating the 
partner's choice. Those in the congruent condition read 
that their partner chose the same park as the participant 
(e.g., if the participant chose Thrill World, they read, 
“After looking at the choices, I decided to pick Thrill 
World”). Those in the incongruent condition read that 
their partner chose the other park (see Appendix MDA 
B for stimuli, including videos).

After all participants learned their partner's choice, 
they were told they would be experiencing a third virtual 
rollercoaster and were given the choice of whether this 
ride was from Adventure Park or Thrill World. Future 
product intentions were operationalized as the switching 
rate between the initially selected option and final choice 
(switched choice = 1, maintained choice = 0). This was a 
consequential choice, as participants consumed their se-
lected option. All participants then experienced the third 
ride, after which they reported additional measures and 
demographics. See Appendix MDA B for these measures 
and their respective analyses.

Study 1b results

A logistic regression of participant theme park choice 
as a function of recommendation status, choice congru-
ence, and their interaction revealed a marginal main 
effect of recommendation status (b = −0.81, SE = 0.45; 
�
2
Wald

 = 3.25, p = 0.07; �2
p
 = 0.02), a main effect of choice 

congruence (b = −2.05, SE = 0.57; �2
Wald

 = 12.95, p < 0.001; 
�
2
p
 = 0.07), and the expected interaction (b = 1.50, SE = 0.75; 

�
2
Wald

 = 4.07, p = 0.044; �2
p
 = 0.02). As predicted, those who 

provided a recommendation were more likely to switch 
from their initial choice after learning their partner 
made a choice that was incongruent with their recom-
mendation (i.e., the recommendation was rejected; 21 of 
41 switched; P = 51.22%), compared to when the choice 
was congruent (i.e., the recommendation was accepted; 
5 of 42 switched; P = 11.90%; χ2 = 14.91, p < 0.001). Among 
those who did not recommend, switching rates were 
similar regardless of whether their partner's choice was 
incongruent (14 of 44 switched; P = 31.82%) or congru-
ent (10 of 47 switched; P = 21.28%; χ2 = 1.30, p = 0.34) with 
their own. Further, a rejected recommendation led to 
marginally increased switching compared to learning 
of an incongruent choice without first recommending 
(χ2 = 3.30, p = 0.06). This again suggests that rejected rec-
ommendations affect future product intentions beyond 
what can be explained by a social proof account.
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Study 1c procedure

Study 1c tests whether, after provided a recommenda-
tion, a recommender's future product intentions are 
more strongly influenced by observing the choice of 
the recommendee, compared to learning the choice of 
a different person. We suggest self-perceived expertise 
will be more strongly affected by an incongruent rec-
ommendee choice (a rejected recommendation) because 
this is more of an indictment of recommender expertise. 
Alternatively, a social proof account would predict simi-
lar effects regardless of whose choice the recommender 
observes.

Undergraduate students (n = 298) were randomly 
assigned to conditions in a 2 (decision-maker: recom-
mendee vs. other) × 2 (choice congruence: incongruent 
vs. congruent) between-participants study in exchange 
for course credit. We deployed a simple attention check 
(e.g., “Please select 3”) in all studies that feature imag-
ined recommendation interactions. In all these studies, 
we excluded participants who failed the attention check. 
In this study, 56 participants were removed prior to data 
analysis for failing the attention check, resulting in a 
final sample of 242 participants (Mage = 22.7 years; 52.7% 
female).

Participants completed a visualization exercise in 
which they imagined recently enjoying a hike on Saddle 
Ridge Trail. They then read that a few days after the 
hike, a friend asked for a recommendation on Facebook 
for a local hike. To aid in this visualization, partici-
pants viewed a Facebook post in which the poster used 
Facebook's “Recommendation” tool. Updated visu-
als were provided at each stage of the experiment (see 
Appendix MDA C). Participants then read that, because 
they enjoyed their hike, they decided to recommend 
Saddle Ridge Trail to their friend. On the next page, all 
participants read they were scrolling through Facebook 
a couple days later when they encountered another post, 
which served as our manipulation.

This post was shared by either the recommendee 
(recommendee condition) or by another friend (other 
condition), who indicated they enjoyed a hike on either 
Saddle Ridge Trail (congruent) or Jefferson Point Trail 
(incongruent). Future product intention was operation-
alized by measuring participants' intent to revisit Saddle 
Ridge Trail (1 = not at all likely; 7 = extremely likely). 
Participants completed other measures, none of which 
affected our results (see Appendix MDA C).

Study 1c results

We conducted a two-way ANOVA of product inten-
tions as a function of the decision-maker and choice 
congruence conditions. This revealed neither a main ef-
fect of the congruence (F(1, 238) = 0.93, p = 0.34; �2

p
 = 0.00) 

nor decision-maker (F(1, 238) = 0.34, p = 0.56; �2
p
 = 0.00) 

conditions. Importantly, the expected interaction 
emerged (F(1, 238) = 4.25, p = 0.040; �2

p
 = 0.02). As pre-

dicted, learning another's choice was incongruent with 
the recommended option reduced the recommender's 
product intentions when the decision-maker was the 
recommendee (i.e., the recommendation was rejected; 
MIncongruent = 5.66, SD = 1.60; MCongruent = 6.15, SD = 1.01; 
F(1, 238) = 4.51, p = 0.035; �2

p
 = 0.02). However, when the 

decision-maker was a different friend, an incongruent 
choice did not significantly affect product intentions 
(MIncongruent = 6.08, SD = 0.99; MCongruent = 5.91, SD = 1.37; 
F(1, 238) = 0.61, p = 0.44; �2

p
 = 0.00). Thus, recommender 

likelihood to revisit the trail was more strongly affected 
by a rejected recommendation compared to recommend-
ing and then learning of another's (a non-recommendee's) 
choice.

Study 1 discussion

Across three experiments, Study 1 demonstrates that re-
jected recommendations reduce recommenders' future 
product intentions. Importantly, this effect is distinct 
from those observed in prior social influence research. 
Studies 1a and 1b find that learning of another's divergent 
choice has a stronger effect when the consumer makes a 
recommendation, as opposed to when no recommenda-
tion was made. Study 1c then demonstrates that, among 
those who have recommended, future product intentions 
are more strongly affected when the recommender learns 
of a divergent choice made by the recommendee, as op-
posed to a divergent choice made by another consumer. 
Together, these findings provide evidence that rejected 
recommendations not only have a negative effect on rec-
ommenders' future product intentions but also represent 
a form of social influence that renders recommenders 
more sensitive to the recommendee's choice. These stud-
ies replicate our focal main effect across different product 
categories using both in-person and visualization-based 
experimental designs. We note one limitation of Study 
1c: while all participants were imagining viewing posts 
from Facebook “friends,” the scenario wording may 
have unintentionally prompted participants in the two 
conditions to imagine targets of different closeness (see 
Appendix MDA C for stimuli). To address this potential 
limitation, we explicitly account for closeness in subse-
quent studies both via measurement and manipulation.

STU DY 2:  TH E M EDI ATING ROLE 
OF SELF-PERCEIVED EXPERTISE

Study 2 features two experiments that employ measured 
mediation to test the process through which rejected 
recommendations reduce future product intentions. We 
predict rejected recommendations lead recommend-
ers to question their own expertise, which reduces their 
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intentions toward the recommended product. Study 2 
also tests whether these effects can be explained by dif-
fering perceptions of product quality or social judgments 
of the recommendee.

Study 2a procedure

Prolific participants (n = 300) were randomly assigned 
to conditions (rejected vs. accepted recommendation) 
in a between-participants design in exchange for com-
pensation. Three participants failed an attention check, 
resulting in a final sample of 297 (Mage = 35.8 years, 43.4% 
female). We preregistered our design, sample size justifi-
cation, analysis plan, and materials (https://​osf.​io/​r95sp/​?​
view_​only=​6bf37​e7927​8549b​eb996​2e3d1​5929aa5).

To begin, participants were asked to imagine a sce-
nario in which someone asked them for a recommenda-
tion for a pair of headphones. Participants were asked 
to think of someone they knew who might ask them 
for such a recommendation. They reported the first 
name of their selected person (open-ended response) 
and indicated how close a relationship they had with 
that person (1 = not at all close; 7 = very close; M = 5.96, 
SD = 1.21). Closeness did not differ between conditions 
(MRejected = 5.99, SD = 1.27; MAccepted = 5.92, SD = 1.16; F(1, 
295) = 0.26, p = 0.67; �2

p
 = 0.00), and participants gener-

ally selected a close contact (M = 5.96 was significantly 
higher than the scale midpoint of 4; one-sample t-test 
(296) = 27.76, p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.72).

Next, participants imagined having a conversation 
with the person they identified. During this conversa-
tion, this person indicated they were looking for a pair of 
over-the-ear noise-canceling headphones and asked the 
participant if there was a brand they would recommend. 
All participants read that they had a pair of headphones 
they liked, and they recommended the person purchase 
the same brand (see Appendix MDA D for full stimuli). 
Participants then imagined that they ran into the same 
person a week later and asked if they had purchased 
headphones. Those in the rejected (accepted) recom-
mendation condition learned that this person purchased 
a brand that was different than (the same as) the recom-
mended brand.

After learning whether their recommendation was 
rejected or accepted, participants reported future prod-
uct intentions, operationalized as repurchase intentions: 
“If you were to purchase a new pair of headphones, 
which brand of headphones would you be most likely 
to purchase?” (1 = a different brand from the one you 
recommended; 7 = the same brand you recommended). 
Participants then reported self-perceived expertise using 
the expertise subscale of the source credibility scale 
(adapted to measure self-perceptions; Ohanian,  1990). 
The measure read, “Having learned about this person's 
product choice, how would you perceive yourself on the 
following dimensions at this moment?” (7-point bipolar 

items anchored by unskilled/skilled, unknowledgeable/
knowledgeable, inexperienced/experienced, unqualified/
qualified, not an expert/expert; α = 0.93). To assess al-
ternative processes, participants reported perceived 
product quality (“When thinking about the brand of 
headphones you originally recommended, how would 
you rate the objective quality of that brand compared 
to other noise-cancelling headphones?”; 9-point scale, 
anchored by very low/high in quality compared to other 
options) and the extent to which they were offended (7-
point Likert items: “I was insulted”; “I was hurt”; “I felt 
like the other person did not show respect”; “I was em-
barrassed”; “I had my honor hurt”; “I was humiliated”; 
α = 0.96; Harinck et al., 2013). Finally, participants pro-
vided demographics.

Study 2a results

Future product intentions

A one-way ANOVA of product intentions revealed a 
significant effect of a rejected recommendation (F(1, 
295) = 53.02, p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.15). Replicating the results 

of Study 1, participants who learned their recommen-
dation was rejected (M = 5.29, SD = 1.33) reported lower 
intentions to repurchase the recommended brand com-
pared to those who learned their recommendation was 
accepted (M = 6.26, SD = 0.95).

Mediation via self-perceived expertise

We next tested the mediating effect of self-perceived ex-
pertise. First, an ANOVA confirmed that those who 
learned their recommendation was rejected perceived 
themselves as having less expertise (MRejected = 3.20, 
SD = 1.15; MAccepted = 3.95, SD = 1.04; F(1, 295) = 34.46, 
p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.11). We then conducted a mediation analy-

sis (Hayes, 2017; model 4; 10,000 bootstrapped samples) 
with the recommendation condition as the independent 
variable (accepted = −1, rejected = 1), product intentions as 
the dependent variable, and self-perceived expertise as the 
mediator. As expected, there was a significant indirect ef-
fect of a rejected recommendation on product intentions, 
through self-perceived expertise (b = −0.12, SE = 0.03, 95% 
CI [−0.19, −0.06]). A rejected recommendation decreased 
self-perceived expertise (b = −0.37, SE = 0.06, t(295) = 5.87, 
p < 0.0001), which in turn reduced product intentions 
(b = 0.32, SE = 0.06, t(294) = 5.42, p < 0.0001).

Potential alternative accounts

We next examined the effect of rejected recommenda-
tions on perceptions of product quality and the extent to 
which recommenders felt offended. A one-way ANOVA 
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of perceived product quality as a function of rejected 
(vs. accepted) recommendations was significant (F(1, 
295) = 7.74, p = 0.006; �2

p
 = 0.03), as a rejected recommenda-

tion led recommenders to perceive the product as being 
lower in quality (M = 6.92, SD = 1.30) compared to an ac-
cepted recommendation (M = 7.32, SD = 1.21). A one-way 
ANOVA of offense was also significant (F(1, 295) = 32.75, 
p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.10), as those whose recommendations 

were rejected felt more offended (M = 1.98, SD = 1.14) 
compared to those whose recommendations were ac-
cepted (M = 1.32, SD = 0.84).

To test whether self-perceived expertise predicted fu-
ture product intentions beyond product quality- and 
recommendee-related inferences, we conducted a media-
tion analysis (Hayes, 2017; model 4; 10,000 bootstrapped 
samples) with the manipulated condition as the indepen-
dent variable (accepted = −1, rejected = 1), product inten-
tions as the dependent variable, and three mediators in 
parallel: self-perceived expertise, product quality, and 
offense. We continued to observe a significant indirect ef-
fect through self-perceived expertise (b = −0.08, SE = 0.03, 
95% CI [−0.15, −0.03]), where a rejected recommendation 
decreased self-perceived expertise (b = −0.37, SE = 0.06, 
t(295) = 5.87, p < 0.0001), which reduced product intentions 
(b = 0.22, SE = 0.06, t(292) = 3.55, p < 0.001). There was also 
an indirect effect of perceived product quality (b = −0.05 
SE = 0.02, 95% CI [−0.09, −0.01]), whereby rejected rec-
ommendations decreased perceptions of product qual-
ity (b = −0.20, SE = 0.07, t(295) = 2.78, p = 0.006), which 
in turn reduced product intentions (b = 0.22, SE = 0.05, 
t(292) = 4.16, p < 0.001). Notably, there was no indirect ef-
fect through offense (b = −0.02, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [−0.07, 
0.02]; see Figure 3). We also conducted a pairwise con-
trast to compare the relative strength of these indirect ef-
fects. This analysis did not reveal significant differences 
between the indirect effects through self-perceived ex-
pertise and perceived product quality (pairwise contrast: 
b = −0.07, SE = 0.08, 95% CI [−0.23, 0.08]). This suggests 
that the effect of rejected recommendations on subse-
quent product intentions operates equally through re-
duced recommender perceptions of their own expertise 
and of the product's quality (in Appendix MDA D, we re-
port a main effect mediation model with product quality 
and offense as covariates that also supports our findings).

Study 2b procedure

Study 2b employed the same procedure as Study 2a using 
a different product category to demonstrate the gener-
alizability of our effects. Prolific participants (n = 302) 
read about recommending a travel mug to a friend and 
then learned whether their recommendation was ac-
cepted or rejected. Prior to the scenario, participants 
identified a specific other and reported their closeness to 
this person. Closeness did not differ between conditions 
(MRejected = 5.83, SD = 1.23; MAccepted = 5.89, SD = 1.23; F(1, 

299) = 0.20, p = 0.65; �2
p
 = 0.00), and participants gener-

ally selected a close contact (M = 5.96 was higher than 
the midpoint; one-sample t-test(298) = 26.16, p < 0.001; 
�
2
p
 = 0.70). After learning of an accepted or rejected rec-

ommendation, participants reported repurchase in-
tentions, self-perceived expertise (α = 0.94), perceived 
product quality, and feelings of offense (α = 0.96). All 
measures were the same as in Study 2a. Three partici-
pants failed an attention check, leaving a sample of 299 
participants (Mage = 35.5 years, 44.5% female). We pre-
registered our design, sample size justification, analysis 
plan, and materials (details can be found at https://​osf.​io/​
5cnyb/​?​view_​only=​deef8​1b2f6​9b468​6a15f​50b09​0f7a23f).

Study 2b results

Future product intentions

A one-way ANOVA of product intentions revealed a 
significant effect of rejected recommendations (F(1, 
297) = 89.03, p < 0.0001; �2

p
 = 0.23). Replicating the results 

of Study 2a, those who learned their recommendation 
was rejected (M = 5.09, SD = 1.46) reported lower inten-
tions toward the recommended product compared to 
those who learned their recommendation was accepted 
(M = 6.39, SD = 0.84).

Mediation via self-perceived expertise

As in Study 2a, participants who learned their recom-
mendation was rejected perceived themselves as having 
lower expertise (MRejected = 4.17, SD = 1.14; MAccepted = 5.12, 
SD = 1.01; F(1, 297) = 57.87, p < 0.0001; �2

p
 = 0.16). A me-

diation analysis revealed a significant indirect effect 
through self-perceived expertise (b = −0.22, SE = 0.04, 
95% CI [−0.32, −0.14]), as a rejected recommendation led 
to decreased self-perceived expertise (b = −0.48, SE = 0.06, 
t(297) = 7.61, p < 0.0001), which in turn reduced product 
intentions (b = 0.47, SE = 0.06, t(296) = 8.09, p < 0.0001).

Potential alternative accounts

As in Study 2a, a rejected recommendation also led 
recommenders to perceive the product as being lower 
in quality (MRejected = 6.81, SD = 1.26; MAccepted = 7.35, 
SD = 1.04; F(1, 297) = 16.51, p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.05) and elic-

ited greater feelings of offense (MRejected = 1.78, SD = 1.06; 
MAccepted = 1.13, SD = 0.46; F(1, 297) = 46.88, p < 0.0001; 
�
2
p
 = 0.14). When all three mediators were tested in a par-

allel mediation model, we observed an indirect effect 
through self-perceived expertise (b = −0.18, SE = 0.04, 95% 
CI [−0.27, −0.10]) and an indirect effect through product 
quality (b = −0.06, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [−0.11, −0.02]). No 
effect through offense was observed (b = 0.04, SE = 0.03, 
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95% CI [−0.03, 0.10]). As in Study 2a, we conducted pair-
wise contrasts to examine the relative strength of the 
indirect effects. This analysis revealed that the indirect 
effect through self-perceived expertise was significantly 
stronger than the indirect effect through perceived prod-
uct quality (pairwise contrast: b = −0.23, SE = 0.10, 95% 
CI [−0.44, −0.03]). Combined with the results of Study 
2a, this finding suggests that self-perceived expertise is 
at least as influential, if not more so, than perceptions of 
product quality in explaining the effect of rejected rec-
ommendations on future product intentions.

Discussion

Across two experiments, Study 2 provides evidence that 
the negative effect of rejected recommendations is indeed 
mediated by recommenders' self-perceived expertise. 
Future product intentions are also partially mediated by 
recommenders' perceptions of product quality, suggest-
ing that rejected recommendations lead recommenders 

to question not only their own expertise but also the ob-
jective quality of the product. This path aligns with an 
informational social influence account, wherein observ-
ing a divergent choice led recommenders to negatively 
update their product-related perceptions (Burnkrant & 
Cousineau, 1975). Observing multiple indirect effects is 
not entirely surprising, given that many outcomes are 
multiply determined and often involve a series of cogni-
tions. Additionally, while prior research highlights the 
interpersonal consequences of rejected advice (Blunden 
et  al.,  2019), feelings of offense did not mediate the ef-
fect of rejected recommendations on future product 
intentions.

As a final point, while not a central goal of Study 2, 
our measure of psychological closeness empirically sup-
ported our supposition that recommendations are gener-
ally provided to close others in established relationships 
(mean closeness values nearing 6 out of 7 in both stud-
ies). As outlined in our preregistration, observing sim-
ilarly high levels of closeness between the accept and 
reject conditions allowed us to rule out differing levels 

F I G U R E  3   Study 2a and 2b parallel mediation results.
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of closeness as an alternative explanation for our effects. 
As this construct is present in our theoretical model, 
we explored moderation by closeness for completeness. 
The restricted range of closeness, however, prevented 
observation of significant moderation (reported in 
Appendix MDA D and E, respectively). In Study 3, we 
manipulate closeness to provide a stronger test of our hy-
pothesized moderation.

STU DY 3:  TH E MODERATING ROLE 
OF PSYCHOLOGICA L CLOSEN ESS

Study 2 provided support for our proposed underly-
ing process of self-perceived expertise. Study 3 seeks to 
build on these findings by testing the moderating role of 
psychological closeness (Aron & Aron,  1986). We pro-
pose consumer responses to rejected recommendations 
will be strongest when the recommender has a close re-
lationship with the recommendee. Study 3 also seeks to 
provide additional evidence of the mediating role of self-
perceived expertise. We preregistered our design, sample 
size justification, analysis plan, and materials (details 
can be found here: https://​osf.​io/​bt2hp/​?​view_​only=​3809f​
45da9​9f432​794e6​ca584​0ff4aa7).

Procedure

Participants from Prolific (n = 1206) were randomly 
assigned to conditions in a 2 (rejected vs. accepted 
recommendation) × 2 (close vs. distant psychologi-
cal closeness) between-participants experiment for fi-
nancial compensation. Forty-seven participants failed 
an attention check, resulting in a final sample of 1159 
(Mage = 38.5 years, 45.6% female).

To begin the study, participants completed a psycho-
logical closeness manipulation in which they were asked 
to think about either someone close to them such as a 
family member or very close friend or an acquaintance 
such as someone they met through an informal social 
group (McCullough et al., 1997). Participants indicated 
the first name of their identified person, the nature of 
their relationship, and their closeness with this person 
(1 = not at all close; 7 = extremely close). Participants then 
undertook the same visualization exercise as in Study 2a, 
in which they recommended a pair of headphones. The 
only difference between this procedure and that used in 
Study 2a was that this scenario specifically referenced 
the previously identified person (i.e., “Imagine you were 
talking with the person you identified at the beginning 
of the study…”; see Appendix MDA F for full stimuli).

Upon completing this exercise, participants indicated 
future product intentions (operationalized as intentions 
to repurchase the recommended brand; 7-point bipolar 
scale), self-perceived expertise (α = 0.93), and demograph-
ics (same measures as Study 2a; see Appendix MDA F).

Results

Manipulation check

A two-way ANOVA of the psychological closeness meas-
ure as a function of the rejected recommendation and 
closeness manipulations revealed only a main effect 
of the closeness manipulation (MClose = 6.51, SD = 0.65; 
MDistant = 1.87, SD = 0.67; F(1, 1155) = 14315.8, p < 0.0001; 
�
2
p
 = 0.93). There was no main effect of the recommenda-

tion condition (F(1, 1155) = 0.29, p = 0.59; �2
p
 = 0.00) nor a 

significant interaction (F(1, 1155) = 2.53, p = 0.11; �2
p
 = 0.00), 

indicating the manipulation was effective.

Future product intentions

We conducted a two-way ANOVA of future product in-
tentions as a function of the rejected recommendation 
and closeness manipulations. This analysis revealed 
a significant main effect of the rejected recommenda-
tion condition (F(1, 1155) = 153.48, p < 0.0001; �2

p
 = 0.12), 

but no main effect of the closeness condition (F(1, 
1155) = 1.64, p = 0.20; �2

p
 = 0.00). Importantly, these ef-

fects were qualified by the expected interaction (F(1, 
1155) = 34.86, p < 0.0001; �2

p
 = 0.03). As predicted by our 

framework, the effect of a rejected recommendation on 
future product intentions was stronger for a close rec-
ommendee (MRejected = 5.00, SD = 1.71; MAccepted = 6.41, 
SD = 0.81; (F(1, 1155) = 167.72, p < 0.0001; �2

p
 = 0.13) than a 

more distant recommendee (MRejected = 5.55, SD = 1.43; 
MAccepted = 6.05, SD = 1.14; (F(1, 1155) = 20.98, p < 0.001; 
�
2
p
 = 0.02; see Figure 4).
To empirically verify the difference in magnitude of 

the simple effect within the close and distant other condi-
tions, we estimated a regression to calculate raw regres-
sion weights for the effect of accept versus reject within 
each distance condition. The 95% confidence intervals 
surrounding these effects did not overlap, indicating the 
effect of a rejected recommendation in the close other 
condition (b = −0.70, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.81; −0.60]) was 
significantly larger than in the distant other condition 
(b = −0.25, SE = 0.06, 95% CI [−0.36; −0.14]). We further 
confirmed this magnitude difference using a procedure 
outlined by Clogg et al. (1995) to compare the magnitude 
of raw regression weights. This test revealed the effect 
in the close other condition was significantly larger than 
that in the distant other condition (Z = 5.90, p < 0.0001).

Mediation via self-perceived expertise

A two-way ANOVA of self-perceived expertise as a 
function of the recommendation and closeness condi-
tions revealed a main effect of rejected recommenda-
tions (F(1, 1155) = 102.94, p < 0.0001; �2

p
 = 0.08), no main 

effect of closeness (F(1, 1155) = 0.94, p = 0.33; �2
p
 = 0.00), 
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and the expected interaction (F(1, 1155) = 13.20, p < 0.001; 
�
2
p
 = 0.01). Replicating the pattern observed on the de-

pendent measure, a rejected recommendation led 
recommenders to perceive themselves as having less 
expertise both when the recommendee was a closer 
(MRejected = 4.42, SD = 1.35; MAccepted = 5.37, SD = 0.98; F(1, 
1155) = 95.15, p < 0.0001; �2

p
 = 0.08) and a more distant other 

(MRejected = 4.60, SD = 1.28; MAccepted = 5.05, SD = 1.06; F(1, 
1155) = 21.16, p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.02), with the effect stronger 

in the close condition (see Figure 4). To compare magni-
tudes of the simple effect within the close versus distant 
conditions, we used the same approach as outlined for 
product intentions. This analysis revealed no overlap in 
regression weight confidence intervals, indicating the ef-
fect of a rejected recommendation on self-perceived ex-
pertise was larger in the close other condition (b = −0.48, 
SE = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.57; −0.38]) than in the distant other 
condition (b = −0.23, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [−0.32; −0.13]). 
A direct comparison also revealed that the effect in 
the close other condition was significantly larger than 
in the distant other condition (Z = 3.63, p < 0.001; Clogg 
et al., 1995).

We next conducted a moderated mediation analysis 
(Hayes,  2017; model 8, 10,000 bootstrapped samples) 
with the recommendation condition as the independent 
variable (accepted = −1; rejected = 1), product intentions 
as the dependent variable, self-perceived expertise as 
the mediator, and psychological closeness (distant = −1; 
close = 1) as the moderator. We observed a significant 
indirect effect of the interaction effect through self-
perceived expertise (index of moderated mediation: 
b = −0.10, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [−0.16, −0.04]). Probing re-
vealed a significant indirect effect of rejected recom-
mendations on product intentions through expertise 
within both the close (b = −0.12, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [−0.25, 
−0.14]) and distant other (b = −0.09, SE = 0.02, 95% CI 
[−0.13, −0.05]) conditions. A contrast analysis revealed 
that the indirect effect in the close other condition was 

significantly larger than in the distant other condition 
(Δindirect effects = −0.19, SE = 0.10, 95% CI [−0.16, −0.04]).

Discussion

The results of Study 3 again provide evidence that re-
jected recommendations reduce recommenders' future 
intentions toward the recommended product by reduc-
ing their self-perceived expertise. This study builds 
on our earlier studies by demonstrating the moderat-
ing role of psychological closeness, with consumers' 
self-perceived expertise and product intentions more 
strongly affected by a rejected recommendation from 
a close other. Interestingly, while the negative effect of 
rejected recommendations on product intentions was 
weaker when the recommendee was a more distant other, 
it remained significant. This demonstrates that rejected 
recommendations, while being most impactful coming 
from close others, nevertheless influence recommenders' 
future product intentions even when coming from some-
one more distant.

STU DY 4:  TH E MODERATING 
ROLE OF HORIZONTA L 
DI FFERENTI ATION SA LIENCE

Our theory proposes rejected recommendations re-
duce product intentions as a function of reduced self-
perceived expertise. If a recommender can attribute 
rejection to the recommendee choosing based on idi-
osyncratic preferences, this should reduce the extent to 
which a rejected recommendation is seen as reflective 
of one's expertise. Study 4 thus tests the moderating role 
of horizontal differentiation salience on responses to re-
jected recommendations. We propose that the effect of 
a rejected recommendation will be mitigated when the 

F I G U R E  4   Study 3 results – the effect of rejected recommendations and psychological closeness on recommender product intentions and 
self-perceived expertise.
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potential for the product to be horizontally differenti-
ated from alternatives is more salient. Study 4 tests this 
moderating effect using a face-to-face recommendation 
interaction and consequential product choice.

Procedure

Undergraduate students (n = 163) completed the study for 
course credit (Mage = 21.0 years; 44.8% female). They were 
randomly assigned to conditions in a 2 (rejected vs. ac-
cepted recommendation) × 2 (vertical vs. horizontal dif-
ferentiation) between-participants experiment.

The procedure was similar to that of Study 1a. 
Participants were seated at individual stations in the lab, 
where they were presented with three pens of similar 
quality and a piece of paper. Differentiation salience was 
manipulated prior to participants evaluating the pens 
(manipulations adapted from Spiller & Belogolova, 2017). 
Participants in the vertical differentiation condition read 
that the three pens were made with materials of vary-
ing quality, resulting in some pens being objectively bet-
ter than others on dimensions like writing comfort and 
ink flow. These participants were directed to select the 
highest-quality pen. Those in the horizontal condition 
read that the pens were made with materials of similar 
quality, meaning observed differences between them 
were the result of personal preferences for attributes like 
writing comfort and ink flow. Participants were then di-
rected to select the pen they liked most, based on their 
preferences (see Appendix MDA G). They tried each pen 
and indicated their initial choice.

Next, participants learned they would be discussing 
their pen choice with a student from a separate research 
group. This other student was a hypothesis-blind, male 
confederate, purportedly with the same major as partic-
ipants to maximize perceived similarity (Kristofferson 
et  al.,  2018). Participants individually interacted with 
the confederate in a separate breakout room. When the 
participant entered the room, the confederate informed 
them that he had received basic information about the 
pens but was not allowed to test them. The confederate 
then asked the participant for a recommendation. After 
participants made a recommendation, the confederate 
took a moment to consider the recommendation and 
then communicated his choice.

The confederate assigned participants to conditions 
by flipping a coin prior to each interaction. In the re-
jected condition, the confederate indicated that he 
planned to select a pen other than the recommended 
option (alternative choice was randomized between the 
two non-recommended options; see Appendix MDA G 
for script). In the accepted condition, the confederate 
indicated that he planned to select the recommended 
option. In contrast to Study 1a, the confederate was 
trained not to use words like “best” or “prefer” to avoid 
confounding the differentiation manipulation. After this 

interaction, participants returned to the lab where they 
chose a pen to take with them at the conclusion of the 
study. Future product intentions were operationalized 
as the comparison between participants' recommended 
product (i.e., initial choice) and final choice (switched 
choice = 1, maintained choice = 0).

To close, participants completed a differentiation sa-
lience manipulation check, which asked them to identify 
the primary difference between the pens on a 7-point, bi-
polar scale, with anchors as follows: 1 = the pens differed 
on objective dimensions of quality (i.e., the pen I chose was 
of better quality than the others); 7 = the pens differed on 
dimensions of taste (i.e., the pen I chose suited my pref-
erences better than the others). They also reported addi-
tional measures and demographics (see Appendix MDA 
G for full measures and results).

Results

Manipulation check

A 2 × 2 ANOVA of the differentiation salience manipu-
lation check revealed only a main effect of the differ-
entiation condition (F(1, 159) = 4.25, p = 0.041; �2

p
 = 0.03), 

wherein those in the horizontal condition reported 
that the pens differed more on taste-based dimensions 
(M = 4.81, SD = 1.94) than did those in the vertical condi-
tion (M = 4.15, SD = 2.16). There was neither a main effect 
of rejected recommendations (F(1, 159) = 1.57, p = 0.21; 
�
2
p
 = 0.01) nor an interaction (F(1, 159) = 0.01, p = 0.93; 

�
2
p
 = 0.00).

Future product intentions

We planned to conduct a logistic regression to test 
the interactive effect of rejected recommendations 
and product differentiation on product intentions. 
However, as in Study 1a, an initial analysis revealed 
low incidence of switching behavior in three of the four 
experimental conditions (n ≤ 3 per cell, 16 total cases 
of switching). With two independent variables, we had 
eight EPV, which again fell short of the minimum rec-
ommended EPV (Feinstein, 1996; Peduzzi et al., 1996), 
rendering logistic regression an inappropriate test. 
Thus, as in Study 1a, we compared mean switch-
ing rates among the four conditions using ANOVA 
(Rosenthal & Rosnow, 2008). Our a priori hypothesis 
was that participants would be most likely to switch 
when their recommendation was rejected and when 
vertical (vs. horizontal) aspects of differentiation were 
made more salient. Thus, we examined the contrast 
between participants in the rejected/vertical condition 
versus those in the other three cells (contrast coding: re-
jected/vertical = 3, rejected/horizontal = −1, accepted/
vertical = −1, accepted/horizontal = −1; procedure per 
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Buckless & Ravenscroft, 1990). This analysis revealed 
that those in the rejected/vertical condition switched 
more often (10 of 40 switched; P = 25.00%, SD = 43.85%) 
than participants in the other three conditions (6 of 
123 switched; P = 4.88%, SD = 21.63%; F(1, 161) = 14.89, 
p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.09). We next conducted a one-way 

ANOVA to compare switching rates among all four 
conditions, which resulted in a significant omnibus 
test (F(3, 159) = 5.64, p < 0.001; �2

p
 = 0.10). Follow-up con-

trasts revealed that those in the rejected/vertical condi-
tion switched their pen choice more often (P = 25.00%) 
than those in the rejected/horizontal condition (3 of 
37 switched; P = 8.11%, SD = 27.67%; F(1, 159) = 6.69, 
p = 0.011; �2

p
 = 0.04), suggesting that salience of hori-

zontal differentiation does indeed mitigate the rejected 
recommendation effect. Those in the rejected/vertical 
condition also switched their pen choice more often 
than those in the accepted/vertical (3 of 42 switched; 
P = 7.14%, SD = 26.07%; F(1, 159) = 7.96, p = 0.005; 
�
2
p
 = 0.05) and accepted/horizontal (0 of 44 switched; 

P = 0.00%, SD = 0.00%; F(1, 159) = 15.96, p < 0.001; 
�
2
p
 = 0.09) conditions.

Discussion

Using a real recommendation interaction and conse-
quential choice, Study 4 replicates the negative effect 
of rejected recommendations on recommenders' future 
product intentions. Importantly, however, this effect is 
mitigated when the potential for the recommended prod-
uct to be horizontally differentiated from alternatives is 
made more salient. This finding is consistent with our 
theorizing that when the potential for the product to be 
horizontally differentiated is made explicitly salient, the 
recommendee's divergent choice can be more easily at-
tributed to the recommendee's idiosyncratic preferences 
and is thus less likely to lead the recommender to reas-
sess their expertise. In Appendix MDA H, we report a 
post-test that explores general perceptions of vertical 
and horizontal differentiation within each product cat-
egory tested across our studies.

GEN ERA L DISCUSSION

By examining a novel WOM phenomenon—rejected 
recommendations—the present research highlights how 
the behaviors of WOM recipients affect the subsequent 
choices of WOM sharers. Specifically, we demonstrate 
that learning one's recommendation was rejected (i.e., 
learning the recommendee's choice was not congruent 
with the recommended option) negatively affects the rec-
ommender's future intentions toward the recommended 
product. These future product intentions include repur-
chase intentions (Studies 2a, 2b, and 3), product choice 
(Studies 1a, 1b, and 4), and revisit intentions (Study 1c). 

The effect of a rejected recommendation emerges despite 
prior WOM research suggesting that positive WOM shar-
ers' product attitudes should be relatively resilient, even 
upon discovering negative information about the product 
(Brannon & Samper,  2018). Notably, the consequences 
of rejected recommendations are stronger than would 
be predicted by a social proof account (Cialdini, 1984). 
This highlights how recommendation interactions am-
plify the effects of observing others' choices on consumer 
behavior.

We also identify the process underlying this effect. 
Rejected recommendations lead recommenders to per-
ceive themselves as having less expertise related to the 
focal product, which in turn reduces their future inten-
tions toward the recommended product. We demonstrate 
evidence supporting this process using both measure-
ment of self-perceived expertise (Studies 2a, 2b, and 3) 
and manipulation of theoretically derived moderators: 
psychological closeness (Study 3) and horizontal differ-
entiation salience (Study 4). We also provide support for 
our theoretical framework across multiple product cate-
gories and recommendation interactions, including face-
to-face (Studies 1a and 4), online (Study 1b), and scenario 
(Studies 1c, 2a, 2b, and 3) paradigms.

Theoretical contributions

The central theoretical contribution of this research is 
the identification and exploration of rejected recom-
mendations as a novel phenomenon in the WOM do-
main. While extensive WOM research focuses on how 
a WOM sharer can influence a WOM recipient (e.g., 
Brown & Reingen, 1987; Duhan et al., 1997), a rejected 
recommendation is a phenomenon through which a 
WOM recipient can influence a WOM sharer. We thus 
contribute to a nascent stream of research considering 
post-WOM outcomes for WOM sharers. Prior research 
in this space focuses on how the sharer's own actions 
while sharing WOM affect their post-WOM perceptions 
(e.g., Chawdhary & Dall'Olmo Riley, 2015; Moore, 2012; 
Yeomans,  2019). We demonstrate that the actions of a 
WOM recipient can also affect the post-WOM percep-
tions of a WOM sharer.

We further contribute to literature on how social 
interactions in the WOM environment affect con-
sumer outcomes. Prior research demonstrates that the 
perceptions of WOM sharers can be influenced upon 
learning detailed information about the experience 
others have had with the same product (in the case of 
negative initial perceptions; Brannon & Samper, 2018). 
We extend this work by showing that WOM sharers' 
purchase behaviors can shift with substantially less 
information about others' experiences (i.e., when they 
recommend and simply learn of the recommendee's 
choice). Notably, this occurs not only due to recom-
mender perceptions of the product or its performance 
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but also due to recommender perceptions of their own 
product-related expertise. By highlighting this finding, 
we demonstrate a novel application for source credi-
bility theory in the WOM domain. Previous research 
suggests that the extent to which WOM is incorpo-
rated into decision-making is driven by the recipient's 
perceptions of the WOM sharer's credibility (Bansal 
& Voyer, 2000). We add to this work by showing how 
WOM sharers use the choices of WOM recipients to up-
date their own perceived credibility as a WOM source.

This research also contributes to the social influence 
literature. Prior marketing research on social influence 
has largely focused on how consumers are affected by 
making choices in the presence of others (e.g., Argo 
et  al.,  2005; White & Argo,  2011) and how learning of 
others' divergent choices affects behavior by exerting 
informational (e.g., Burnkrant & Cousineau,  1975) or 
normative (e.g., Sanders & Baron,  1977) influence. We 
augment this line of study by identifying a novel form 
of social influence: rejected recommendations elicit 
effects on recommenders that exceed those of simply 
observing divergent choices. Specifically, rejected rec-
ommendations affect future product intentions because 
recommenders question their expertise related to the 
focal product. Thus, rejected recommendations not only 
represent a social influence phenomenon wherein the 
behavior of the recommendee has an outsized effect on 
recommender choice, but this effect is driven by negative 
self-inferences, as opposed to informational or norma-
tive social influence processes.

Implications for consumers

Consumers are often motivated to offer recommen-
dations to be helpful (Hennig-Thurau et  al.,  2004), 
manage social impressions (Packard & Wooten, 2013), 
or participate in social conversations (Sheldon 
et al., 2011). They may not realize, however, that pro-
viding such recommendations can come at a personal 
or social cost. For example, if a consumer recommends 
a product to a friend and then learns the friend did 
not purchase the recommended option, this is likely 
to undermine the recommender's confidence in him- 
or herself as a competent consumer (i.e., reduce self-
perceived expertise). Reduced confidence can lead to 
suboptimal future choices (van den Berg et al., 2016). 
Indeed, when consumers provide a recommendation, 
they often (though not always) recommend an option 
they themselves enjoyed. Because rejected recommen-
dations can reduce recommender intentions toward 
the recommended option, recommenders may shift 
away from what was otherwise the optimal choice for 
them—a behavior that could result in post-purchase 
regret or dissatisfaction (Mittelstaedt et  al.,  2009). 
While external to our model, we also find that rejected 

recommendations affect recommenders' social evalu-
ations of recommendees, which may undermine their 
social relationships.

Our findings thus suggest that consumers may want to 
be more selective when providing recommendations. For 
example, consumers might be protected from these neg-
ative outcomes by recommending to those to whom they 
feel less close (Study 3) or by recommending products 
that they perceive to be more horizontally differentiated 
(Study 4). Doing so should ameliorate the detrimental 
outcomes associated with a rejected recommendation. 
Alternatively, consumers could avoid seeking informa-
tion related to recommendee choice altogether.

Limitations and future directions

The present research is not without limitations. First, 
though we focus on dyadic recommendations, many 
recommendations are provided in group settings like 
public online forums and group chats. Future research 
should explore how a recommendation's social setting 
might affect responses to rejected recommendations. 
Second, we highlight two moderators of our focal ef-
fects, yet other important boundary conditions may 
exist. For example, objective product expertise might 
mitigate these effects by reducing the likelihood that 
recommenders attribute the recommendee's choice to 
their own lack of expertise. Third, prior research in 
management shows that psychological closeness can 
reduce harmful behaviors in group conflict (Rispens 
et al., 2011). Thus, research could explore whether con-
ditions exist in which increased closeness may buffer 
instead of exacerbate the negative effects of rejected 
recommendations. Fourth, we investigate the effect of 
rejected recommendations following positive recom-
mendations. However, recommenders might suggest 
others avoid a product. A rejected recommendation 
in response to negative WOM (i.e., a recommendee 
purchases a product a recommender suggested they 
avoid) could elicit distinct patterns of behavior from 
the phenomenon studied herein. Fifth, in Studies 2a 
and 2b, we find that both self-perceived expertise and 
perceived product quality simultaneously mediate 
our effects. However, the relative strengths of these 
two processes differed between each study. It is thus 
possible that additional moderating conditions exist 
under which one or the other process exerts a stronger 
influence on product intentions. We leave this explo-
ration to future research. Last, while we show that 
rejected recommendations can threaten or reduce self-
perceived expertise, future research might consider 
the exact nature of this reduction. Expertise ratings 
reflect one's degree of knowledge relative to the sum 
total knowledge in the domain. Future research might 
explore whether a rejected recommendation results in 
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a consumer downgrading his or her knowledge relative 
to a constant total versus keeping one's own knowl-
edge rating consistent but increasing the sum total.

In summary, the present research demonstrates a 
novel phenomenon and potentially adverse outcome 
that can emerge when consumers recommend products 
to others. We outline a conceptual framework to un-
derstand how rejected recommendations affect recom-
menders' future intentions toward the recommended 
product and demonstrate the unique effect of rejected 
recommendations over and above the effects observed 
in prior social influence research. This work contrib-
utes theoretically to the WOM and social influence lit-
eratures, and it substantively helps consumers better 
understand how the actions of those they recommend 
to can (perhaps unknowingly) have an outsized effect 
on one's own subsequent perceptions and behaviors.
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