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In this article we investigated whether a company's recommendation factor can be

increased by opt-in e-zines. A sample of 817 railway travelers was interviewed on the

train. Using Reichheld's (2001) recommendation index, respondents were categorized

as brand detractors, passively satisfied customers, or brand promoters. Respondents

giving permission (n = 555) received either none or three e-zines in a period of six

weeks. Post-measurement results (n = 221) showed that the proportion of detractors

was significantly lower among respondents who received the newsletters compared to

those who received no e-zines. Personalization to the receivers' lifestyle, however, had

a negative effect on recommendation. We conclude with managerial implications and

suggestions for future research.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Loyalty is a person's willingness to make an in-
vestment or personal sacrifice in order to strengthen
a relationship (Reichheld, 2001). For a customer,
this can mean sticking to a supermarket that of-
fers him good quality even if this supermarket is
on the other side of town, but it can also mean
putting one's reputation at stake in recom-
mending a product to colleagues (Reichheld, 2001).
Managers as well as researchers know that loyalty
in general and positive product recommendation
in particular increase profitability. According to
Reichheld and Sasser (1990), companies can boost
profits by almost 100 percent by retaining just 5
percent more of their customers. Satisfied custom-
ers talk up a company to their friends, family, and
colleagues. Customers continue to purchase those
products that satisfy them and influence the brand
perceptions of those with whom they communi-
cate (Richins, 1983). In this article, we explore to
what extent electronic permission marketing can
influence a customer's inclination to recommend
a product to others. We do recognize that the
relation between loyalty on the one hand and
satisfaction or recommendation on the other hand
is asymmetric (Oliver, 1999): although loyal con-

sumers are most typically satisfied (or will recom-

mend the product to others), satisfaction (or

recommendation) does not universally translate

into loyalty. For the remainder of this article, how-

ever, we will use Reichheld's recommendation

factor (2001) as a proxy for consumers' loyalty.

Reichheld (2001) stated that recommendation is

one of the best indicators of loyalty because of the

customer's sacrifice in making the recommendation.

Spontaneous product recommendation among

customer networks is an important marker of

company success (Creamer, 2006). Reichheld iden-

tified the difference between the percentage of

brand promoters and the percentage of brand

detractors as a strong predictor of long-term com-

pany success. The brand promoters are the cus-

tomers who are enthusiastic enough to refer a

friend or colleague. The brand detractors are the

customers who are dissatisfied enough to spread

negative word-of-mouth (WOM). Reichheld called

this difference a company's recommendation fac-

tor. Because the recommendation factor is a com-

pound measure (i.e., the difference between brand

promoters and brand detractors), we next focus

on the two parts of the recommendation factor

separately.
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Managers as well as researchers know that loyalty in

general and positive product recommendation in particu-

lar increase profitability. According to Reichheld and

Sasser (1990), companies can boost profits by almost

100 percent by retaining just 5 percent more of their

customers.

The recommendation factor is positively
influenced by the percentage of brand pro-
moters. Brand advocates put their reputa-
tion on the line and will do so only if they
feel intensely loyal. As "recommending"
customers can bring in new customers at
no charge to the company, a convenient path
to profltable growth may lie in a compa-
ny's ability to get its loyal customers to be-
come its marketing department.

The recommendation factor is nega-
tively influenced by the percentage of
brand detractors. Detractors' responses in-
clude (a) switching brands or refusing to
repatronize the offending store, (b) mak-
ing a complaint to the seller or to a third
party, and (c) telling others about the un-
satisfactory product or retailer (Richins,
1983). Indeed the flip side of promoters'
recommendations to friends or family is
that detractors can spread negative WOM
about a company's performance. Prior lit-
erature has shown that negative WOM
can have detrimental effects on a business
(e.g., Weinberger, Allen, and Dillon, 1981).
The high credibility of the source (e.g.,
peer reference groups; Richins, 1983) seems
to increase the impact of (negative) WOM
in comparison with information received
through commercial sources (e.g., adver-
tising; Herr, Kardes, and Kim, 1991). In
addition, this influence appears to be asym-
metric because consumers seem to place

more weight on negative WOM as op-
posed to positive WOM (e.g., Laczniak,
DeCarlo, and Ramaswami, 2001; Wright,
1974). In sum, we conclude that the rec-
ommendation factor can be enhanced by
increasing the percentage of promoters
and by decreasing the number of detrac-
tors. In this article, we investigate the
potential of permission marketing in turn-
ing nonpromoters into promoters or in
turning detractors into nondetractors.

Countering a damaged reputation re-
quires a company to seek growth through
expensive shortcuts such as massive price
cuts or other appealing incentives that
will persuade skeptical customers to re-
purchase a product. Besides price cuts
and appealhig incentives, a company might
reach out for diverse communication tech-
niques to restore one's reputation. Mass
communication and the proliferation of
advertisements cause consumers to avoid
advertisements in traditional media and
on the internet. The so-called cluster-
bomb approach of advertisements on the
internet has been cited as an important
cause of the trend toward declining con-
sumer responsiveness to internet adver-
tisements (Cho and Cheon, 2004). There is
a potential for information overload in
the information-rich and sometimes poorly
organized environment (Dholakia and
Bagozzi, 2001). A customer-related mar-

keting strategy might be more efficient in

convincing skeptical customers to remain

loyal and repurchase a product or service.

Particularly permission marketing, which

allows the prospect to control and shape

the communication received from market-

ers, might cause less resistance among

detractors. According to Soars (2001), con-

sumers are increasingly looking for per-

sonalization and for e-tailers to remember

past interactions. On the other hand, con-

sumers also desire the opportunity to have

control over the information they receive

and want the chance to exercise an opt-

out privilege.

THE PRESENT STUDY

The effect of e-zines on the

recommendation factor

A wide variety of e-commerce marketers
are already implementing permission-
based electronic newsletters or so-called
e-zines as a way to inform customers about
promotions or special services, to acquire
new customers, to increase sales, and most
importantly, to develop a "loyal" long-
term relationship with their customers that
might increase positive recommendation
or decrease negative WOM. Nevertheless,
to date, little research has been done that
measures the impact of these e-zines on
customer recommendation behavior. In this
article, we want to investigate whether
sending e-zines can enhance a company's
recommendation factor.

We obtained the recommendation fac-
tor according to Reichheld's (2001) guide-
lines. Reichheld proposed to substitute a
single question, "How likely is it that you
would recommend company X to a friend
or colleague?," for the complex box of the
typical customer satisfaction survey. Reich-
held developed a scale for this question
where 10 = "extremely likely to recom-
mend/' 5 = "neutral," and 0 = "not at all
likely to recommend." Working with this
scale, Reichheld obtained three empirically
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Prior literature lias shown tiiat negative WOM can have

detrimental effects on a business The high credibil-

ity of the source . . . seems to increase the impact of

(negative) WOM in comparison with information received

through commercial sources.. . . In addition, this influ-

ence appears to be asymmetric because consumers seem

to place more weight on negative WOM as opposed to

positive WOM.

defined clusters based on customer refer-
ral and repurchase behaviors: "(Brand)
promoters," the customers with the high-
est rates of repurchase and referral, gave
ratings of 9 or 10 to the question; the
"passively satisfied" logged a 7 or an 8;
and the "(Brand) detractors" scored from
0 to 6. In our research, Reichheld's recom-
mendation index was measured twice to
capture the effect of e-zines on customers'
loyalty.

Volunteers could "opt in" by offering their
email addresses to a market researcher af-
ter a short interview on the train. Some of
them received e-zines and others did not.
Each e-zine consisted of two business rel-
evant articles and one lifestyle article. We
investigated whether these e-zines had an
impact on customers' inclination to recom-
mend the product to others in light of their
initial recommendation index. Our central
hypothesis is that the application of e-zines
will increase Reichheld's recommendation
factor. Further, we will look at the four pos-
sible drivers of this expected e-zine effect:
(1) Brand promoters receiving e-newsletters
might be less likely to turn into passively
satisfied customers. (2) Passively satisfied
customers receiving e-newsletters might be

more likely to turn into brand promoters,

or (3) less likely to turn into brand detrac-

tors. And finally, (4) brand detractors re-

ceiving e-newsletters might be more likely

to turn into passively satisfied customers.

These four possible effects have in com-

mon that they would increase the overall

recommendation factor.

The effect of "personalization" on the

recommendation factor

In addition, we wanted to examine
whether adjusting the content of the news-
letters to the receiver's lifestyle could bring
about additional effects on the recommen-
dation factor. Hence in this research, we
personalize the newsletter by including one
article in line with the receivers' lifestyle
and not in line with the receivers' interest
in the product or service of the company.

Prior literature is equivocal with re-
spect to the effect that we should predict.
Although targeting and personalization
strategies result in higher customer re-
sponse and retention rates, permission mar-
keters also must produce appealing and,
above all, relevant communications to gain

and keep loyal consumers (DuFrene,
Engelland, Lehman, and Pearson, 2005;

Tezinde, Smith, and Murphy, 2002). Cus-

tomers tend to sign up for more services

than they are interested in, which creates

the need to cut back in the numbers of

emails they receive. Because of this com-

petition, message relevance is extremely

important in promoting effective email

marketing (Krishnamurthy, 2001). A

strongly (lifestyle) personalized e-zine

therefore may be perceived as being less

relevant with respect to the company's

business. As Fletcher and Peters (1997)

point out: "The frustration experienced by

consumers in providing personal informa-

tion to a firm when this information ap-

pears to be disregarded and/or unrelated

to the product/service offerings made by

the firm, is a potential threat to relation-

ship development which must not be over-

looked or treated lightly" (p. 537). In sum,

because of the inconsistencies in the liter-

ature, we keep this hypothesis exploratory.

METHODOLOGY

Design

Initially, 817 railway travelers (56 percent
men versus 44 percent women, of which
81 percent were between 23 and 40 years
old) answered Reichheld's recommenda-
tion index during a brief interview on the
train (i.e., phase 1). Respondents were in-
vited to "opt in" to receive further emails
by providing the market researcher with
their email addresses. Sixty-eight percent
of the initial respondents gave permission
to use their email addresses. Of the re-
maining 555 respondents, 137 were ran-
domly assigned to the control condition
and did not receive any newsletters; the
other 418 participants were assigned to
the experimental condition and received
three e-zines in the following six weeks.
The newsletters contained three topics.
Two topics were related to the railway,
and the third topic was a lifestyle topic
that was either personalized in line with
the respondent's lifestyle or not. After this
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period, the total sample received a clos-
ing email with the second measurement
of Reichheld's recommendation index (i.e.,
phase 2).

Procedure

In phase 1, railway passengers traveling

to or from Brussels were approached to

complete a written questionnaire. This

questionnaire included Reichheld's recom-

mendation index and questions concern-

ing the respondent's traveling behavior,

personal attitudes, and demographics. The

traveling behavior questions probed (1)

the specific train ticket, (2) the reason for

traveling, and (3) the frequency of travel-

ing by train. The personal attitudes sec-

tion latched onto (1) the respondent's

favorite radio channel, (2) favorite TV chan-

nel, (3) favorite movie genre, (4) favorite

sports, and (5) the respondent's hobby.

Each question had five possible response

categories. The attitudes were used to per-

sonalize the e-zines, as described below.

Throughout the six-week campaign,

three e-zines were sent every fortnight in

the name of the Belgian railway company

NMBS. A professional online advertising

agency created the e-zines. Every news-

letter contained three teasers with a link

to an article. The first article described

new or less known services of the railway

company. A second article discussed in-

vestment projects in the area of Brussels.

The third and final article dealt with life-

style issues (see Table 1).

Within the experimental condition (i.e.,

those who received three e-zines), we ma-

nipulated the degree of personalization of

the lifestyle issues. For each of the three

e-zines, the experimental sample was di-

vided in three groups based on their atti-

tudes measured in phase 1. An article

was prepared for the two most popular

reply options (high personalization). For

the remaining respondents who had not

checked one of the two most popular

options, a more general article in the same

general domain was prepared (low per-

sonalization). This was done for each

e-zine. As a consequence the composition

of these three groups varied from news-

letter to newsletter. The number of times

each respondent received an e-zine with a

highly personalized third article served
as our manipulation of personalization
(four levels: from 0 to 3).

The receiver could open the articles by
clicking on a link. All online actions were
registered. In every email participants were
given the chance to opt out for receiving
further emails. In total 30 respondents
opted out, leaving 525 respondents for
phase 2.

After the campaign, phase 2 began, in
which all respondents received an email
with the second measurement of Reich-
held's recommendation index. The re-
sponse rate to this closing mail was rather
low: of the 525 emails we sent, only 221
(42 percent) were filled in: 148 (38 per-
cent) in the experimental condition and
73 (53 percent) in the control condition.

Results

Campaign feedback. The opening rate is

defined as the proportion of respondents

opening the e-zine (see Table 2). The click

rate is the proportion of receivers clicking

on a particular article. As the respondents

could "opt out" in every newsletter, the

TABLE 1

Content of the Three E-zines

E-zine

E-zine

E-zine

1

2

Article 1:

Services of the Company

Train ticket purchase on

the internet

Electronic moneybox for

tickets

Articie 2:

Projects in Brussels

Modernization of Brussels'

central station

Express trains in the Brussels

district

Article 3:

Lifestyle

Sports

Movies

Personaiization

Soccer, EC 2004, Portugal

Olympic Games, Greece 2004

Tennis: Justine Henin

Thrillers

Blockbusters

Comedies

E-zine 3 Traveling vouchers Traffic problems in Brussels Going out Amusement parks

The Passion of Christ

Lille (France), cultural capital 2004
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2 '^^ control and the experimental condi-

Opening Rate and Click Rate as a Function of E-zine *^°"^ f ' " " = •''' ^ = •'' < ̂ ^"^*"'̂ ^ =
—• — — — 1.64]; whereas in phase 2, after the cam-

Ciick Rate, Click Rate, Ciick Rate, paign, the RF of the experimental condi-

E-zine Opening Rate Articie 1 Article 2 Articie 3 tion was significantly higher than the RF
of the control condition [for a = .05, Z =

E-zine 1 238/418 = 56.9% 44% 34% 10%
• 3.95 > Z(critical) = 1.64]. Table 3 suggests

E:2ine2 232/405 = 57.3% 59% 31% 14% that the decrease of the percentage of brand

E-zine 3 189/393 = 48.1% 15% 15% 16% detractors seems to be responsible for the

higher RF of the experimental condition

in phase 2. This pattern is consistent with

two of the four possible drivers of the

number of emails sent off gradually de- tendency to recommend the NMBS to oth- e-zines effect as outlined above. E-zines

creases. The opening and click rates in the ers. Further, the test sample (N = 555), could either turn detractors into passively

third e-zine are remarkably lower than in which "opts in" for further contact, had a satisfied or prevent passively satisfied from

the first and second newsletter. This can slightly higher initial RF than those peo- becoming detractors. To gain more in-

be due to the fact that the data registra- pie who did not opt in. It seems reason- sights in the four possible drivers of this

tion for this third e-zine was canceled able that customers with a higher RF are effect, we examined the effect of the e-zines

after six days, while for the first two e-zines more likely to volunteer for receiving fu- in each irutial recommendation category

action data were registered for more than ture email. separately,

two weeks. Moreover, this third e-zine Most importantly and in line with our

was sent off immediately after a national hypothesis, e-zines yielded a significant The effect of e-zines as a function of

holiday. The proportion of readers in the increase of the RF (see Table 3). Before the initial recommendation category. To an-

first two e-zines gradually decreases from experimental manipulation, there was no alyze the effect of e-zines on recommen-

the first article until the third one. Be- significant difference between the RF of dation shift, we calculated the difference

cause click rates strongly depend on the

specific topics, we further ignore these

differences.

TABLE 3
Reichheld's recommendation factor. Ac- Percentage ProiTioters, Percentage Detractors, Reichheld
cording to their answer on the initial p̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^ ^^^ Sample SJze as 3 Function of Phase and
recommendation question (phase 1), par-
^ . , A- -A A- .u Experimental Condition
hcipants were divided m three recommen- C
dation categories, labeled as "promoters" Promoters Detractors Sample
(score 9-10), "passively satisfied" (score phase/Condition (%) (%) RF Size
7-8), and "detractors" (score 1-6). For
,, • J £ .u- .• 1 ri Phase 1 24.1 25.5 -1 .4 817
the remainder of this article, we will re-
fer to this variable as initial recommen- No Approval 27.1 33.2 - 6 . 1 262

dation category. Approval 22.7 21.8 0.9 555
The initial recommendation factor (RF:

Control* 26 20.5 5.5 73
difference between the brand promoters
and the brand detractors) of respondents ^J^P.^f^^^^^^^l ^5 18.9 6.1 148

in phase 1 was —1.4 percent. As top firms Phase 2

with enthusiastic clients reach anRFof r. ^ > on.i ooo C Q TO
Control 30.1 23.3 o.o (6

up to 80 percent (Reichheld, 2001), the
n , . ., KTiv/tnc • A • Experimental 33.1 17.6 15.5 148
Belgian railway company NMBS is doing v.
a bad job when it comes to customers' *The respondents of phase l who also responded in plmse 2.
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in the recommendation category between TABLE 4 TABLE 5

phase 1 and phase 2 (see Table 3). Among ghift in Customers' Number of Customers
the passively satisfied customers, this

shift variable has three levels: (1) custom- Recommendatjon among the Opening the Newsletters
ers who make a positive shift in recom- Detractors as a Function (Experimental Condition)
mendation category (e.g., from initial of Condition

, .̂ ,. J . Experimental
passively satisfied to promoter after
. . s ,,,^ , , Statues llnwnrri Condition E-zine 1 E-zine 2 E-zine 3

the campaign), (0) customers who make status upwara

no shift at all, and (-1) customers 9.?^!!.'*!°!' 9 H ° .<?.L...Sh!*^.W.....'y f̂ ..=.1.48 1.17 118 106

who make a negative shift in recommen- 9.9.'?.!.1?.'. ^"^^ 11% 15

dation (e.g., from initial passively satis- Experimental 39% 6 1 % 28
fied to detractor after the campaign).

Among the detractors and the promot- P = ^O Ŝ) between the degree of lifestyle

ers, this shift variable has only two personalization over the three e-zines

levels because detractors cannot shift ^ ^ ^°'^"'^ "° significant correlation be- (ranging from 0 to 3) and the shift in

downward and promoters cannot shift *^^^" "̂ "̂ ^̂ ^ recommendation category and recommendation (from - 1 to 1). This find-

upward ''^^ number of newsletters actually opened ing suggests that one should be careful

Among the detractors, the experimen- (ranging from 0 to 3). This means that the in personalizing e-zines according to the

tal manipulation had a significant effect ^"^^"^^ '^°"'^ ^I^^^^y ^^^^ '"'̂ ^̂ h brand receivers' lifestyle. As pointed out be-

on the shift in recommendation, ^-'(2) = detractors, passively satisfied customers, fore, message relevance might be ex-

4.53, V - .033. In phase 2 there were ^"'^ brand promoters. We believe that this tremely important in promoting effective

fewer detractors in the experimental con- '^ ^" interesting finding because detrac- email marketing (Krishnamurthy, 2001).

dition than in the conti-ol condition. Hence, *°''^ ̂ ""^ ̂ ^"^^^y considered as the skepti- Perhaps consumers indeed experienced

the detractors who received the e-zines ^^^' 'negative WOM-spreading customers fhe (lifestyle) personalized e-zine as be-

were more likely to shift upward to be- ^^° ^'^ difficult to reach. Further, actu- ing irrelevant with respect to the compa-

come passively satisfied or brand promot- ^"y '^^^'"S OP^" '̂̂  *he newsletters (from ny's business,

ers than did the detractors in the control ° *° ^̂  "^'"^ "°* "^^^^ ^'^ ̂ f̂̂ '̂ * ° " customer
condition. Among the initially passively recommendation changes (from - 1 to 1), Permission marketing: Who sticks until

satisfied and the brand promoters, the ^^^^^ ^ ^•^^' '^^- Combined, these find- the end? Of the 555 respondents in phase

e-zines had no effect on the shift in rec- '̂̂ S^ ™P'y *^* merely receiving e-zines 1 who gave permission to use their email

ommendation, A'^(2) < 1, ns. We can seems to be enough for detractors to shift addresses for further contact, only 221

conclude therefore that the e-zines have upward in recommendation. Whether the responded to the second measure of Reich-

an effect on customers' recommenda- newsletters are actually opened or not held's recommendation index after the
tion and thus increase the RF, and that ^°^^ " ° ' ^^^"^ *° influence customers' campaign (i.e., closing mail). The initial

this improvement is due to a decrease in recommendation. recommendation (category) does not in-

the number of brand detractors (see fluence this response rate, ,ir̂ (2) = 2.05, ns.
Table 4). ^^^ effect of personalization. We found The initial detractors, the passively satis-

a significant negative correlation (r = -.23, fied, and the promoters stick equally well

The effect of opening the newsletters.

The proportion of customers opening the

newsletters is lower for the third e-zine

(see Table 5). Again, this may be due to

the fact that online registrations were

closed early. In addition, the frequency of

sending the e-zines might also have been

higher than optimal.

Merely receiving e-zines seems to be enough for detrac-

tors to shift upward in recommendation. Whether the

newsletters are actually opened or not does not seem to

influence customers' recommendation.
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g other words, the detractors who received

Proportion of Customers * " " -"^" ' ' ' ' ' ' "^^^ ^'^'^^ '° '^'^ "P-
ward to become passively satisfied cus-

Responding to the Closing ^̂ ^̂ ^̂  ^̂  ̂ ^̂ ^̂  p̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^̂ ^ ̂ ,̂ ^ ^.^ ^̂ ^
Mail as a Function detractors in the control condition. Among

of Condition the initially passively satisfied and the

brand promoters, the e-zines had no ef-
Proportion Respondents ^̂ ^̂  ^^ recommendation changes after six

P.?"?!*'?? !"..̂ *!?.̂ ,®.? weeks. Therefore, e-zines seem appropri-

Control 73/137 = 53.3% ate as a strategic tool to increase custom-

,- • X, ../lo/ooo 10.10/ ers'collective recommendation.
Experimental 148/388 = 38.1%

At first sight, these results suggest that

the e-zines attenuate the negative attitude

toward the business, which results in a

until the end of the campaign. We do find reduced inclination to spread negative

a strong but unexpected association, how- WOM. However, further analyses strongly

ever, between the experimental manipu- suggest that the process underlying this

lation and response rate, A'^(I) = 13.76, shift is not as straightforward as it seems

p = .0002. Customers in the control con- at first sight. First of all, there was no

dition are more likely to respond to the effect of opening the newsletters on cus-

closing mail than customers in the exper- tomers' shift in recommendation. Appar-

imental condition (see Table 6). The most ently, merely receiving e-zines suffices for

likely interpretation is the difference in detractors to shift upward in recommen-

time that had elapsed since the previous dation; whether the newsletters are actu-

email from the company. In the control ally opened or not does not influence

condition, the closing mail was the first customer recommendation shifts. We in-

email in two months that these customers terpret this surprising finding from a sig-

could respond to; whereas in the experi- naling perspective. Nelson (1974) showed

mental condition, the closing email was that an advertisement's existence rather

the fourth email in two months sent than its content matters for consumers,

by the same company. In the end, this Similarly, the e-zine's existence rather than

latter procedure might have been per- its content seems to suffice to produce the

ceived more as "spamming" than as "opt- effect.

in" newsletters. A second finding that does not fit with

the straightforward interpretation is the

CONCLUSION fact that customers' recommendation was

The research examined the influence of negatively affected by the degree of per-

e-zines on customers' tendency to recom- sonalization of the lifestyle article in-

mend a product to others. We found that eluded in each e-zine. The fewer "personal"

sending off e-zines increased Reichheld's articles customers received, the more likely

recommendation factor due to a decrease they were to shift upward in customer

in the number of brand detractors. The recommendation. This is all the more re-

proportion of detractors was significantly markable in light of the fact that almost

lower among respondents who received half of the respondents did not open the

three e-zines during a six-week campaign newsletters and because the two first ar-

compared to respondents in the control tides dealt with topics that were highly

condition who did not receive e-zines. In relevant with respect to the company's

business. Our data cannot inform us

whether the presence of a lifestyle article

in itself reduces the positive effects of

e-zines. We only know that lifestyle arti-

cles reduce the positive effect of e-zines to

the extent that they are personalized in

line with the respondents' lifestyle. More-

over, in the context of persuasion knowl-

edge (Friestad and Wright, 1994), we

suggest that (lifestyle) personalization

might activate the customers' persuasion

knowledge in that it makes customers

aware of the marketer's persuasion at-

tempt and thus leads to a decrease of

customer recommendation. High levels of

personalization of the third article might

also have drawn the attention to the irrel-

evance of the lifestyle article, which re-

sulted in lower e-zine efficiency. In that

sense "relevance" still might play a role

here. We do have to note that personal-

ization in function of the respondents'

product use or interests in the services of

the railway company might have entailed

different findings.

Finally, there is a substantial negative

effect of sending out e-zines on custom-

ers' final response rate. Customers in the

control condition, who received only the

closing email two months after the initial

contact, were more likely to respond to

the closing email than customers in the

experimental condition, who received four

emails over two months. A growing prob-

lem with permission email is that pros-

pects gradually become overwhelmed with

an increasing number of emails. Perhaps

eventually they may perceive permission

email to be spam.

IMPLICATIONS

The data suggest that e-zines can be an

effective tool in increasing customers' rec-

ommendation for companies with a high

percentage of detractors. This situation

probably applies to monopoly organiza-

tions because in monopolies detractors

June 2 0 0 6 JDURIIflL OF HDUERTISIOG RESEHRCH 2 0 5



E-ZINES SILENCE THE BRAND DETRACTORS

cannot substitute suppliers. For this rea-
son, their inclination to show their dissat-
isfaction by means of negative WOM might
persist longer and do more harm (Fornell,
1992). Our data suggest that for monopo-
lists, e-zines might be an appropriate in-
strument to restrict the spread of negative
WOM by detractors.

In addition, the converging evidence in
our data that our relatively simple cam-
paign was already beyond the optimum
in terms of complexity (and possibly also
frequency) strongly suggests that the use
of e-zines should be used with measure.
The "less is more" rule seems to apply.
Since lifestyle personalization of permis-
sion e-zines has a negative effect on cus-
tomers' recommendation, our data suggest
that e-zines' content should be kept gen-
eral and relevant with respect to the com-
pany's business. In addition, we propose
that one should be careful when deciding
on the frequency of sending e-zines. Per-
mission email seemingly produces much
better results than unsolicited mailings.
However, as already mentioned earlier, a
growing problem with permission e-zines
is that many people are signing up for too
many services and are finding it neces-
sary to cut back (DuFrene, Engelland, Leh-
man, and Pearson, 2005).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

A limitation of our research is the type
of business used (i.e., public transporta-
tion) to test our hypotheses. The railway
company NMBS is partly subsidized by
the government and is the only railway
company in Belgium. This makes it dif-
ficult to generalize our findings to other
private businesses that are not subsi-
dized and that are not monopolies. Al-
though the Belgium railway market is a
monopoly, to a certain extent any unsat-
isfied travelers do have the opportunity
to switch transportation commodities (e.g.,
car or bus). Of course in a highly com-

Since lifestyle personalization of permission e-zines has

a negative effect on customers' recommendation, our

data suggest that e-zines' content should be kept gen-

eral and relevant with respect to the company's business.

petitive market, consumers have all the
freedom to change suppliers if a current
product does not live up to their expec-
tations (Pindyck and Rubinfeld, 2001).
Thus, when competition is harsh, we
might think of detractors as having more
power to (1) switch brands or refuse to
repatronize the offending store, (2) make
a complaint to the seller or to a third
party, and most importantly (3) spread
negative WOM to others about the un-
satisfactory product or retailer (Richins,
1983). Accordingly, in a highly competi-
tive market, detractors might be ex-
tremely "dangerous," and sending out
e-zines might turn out to be an even
more important tool in the management
of defecting customers than in a monop-
oly situation (see e.g., Reichheld and
Sasser, 1990). However, if all competitors
in the market adopt e-zines, the "strat-
egy" might easily be perceived as spam-
ming and persuasion knowledge might
"hover in readiness" to control for the
persuasion attempts of pushy agents (Frie-
stad and Wright, 1994). In summary, we
call for future research that investigates
the generalizability of our findings to other
(more competitive) businesses.

Several of our findings call for addi-
tional research in the effectiveness of
e-zines. We found a negative effect of
e-zines on response rate but we did not
manipulate the frequency of e-zines in
our experiment. Further research may give
more insight into the optimal frequency
of forwarding emails. We also found a

negative effect of the level of lifestyle per-
sonalization but we did not manipulate
the number of articles per e-zine or the
presence of lifestyle issues. A more sys-
tematic manipulation of these factors
would certainly give us a better under-
standing of how and when e-zines are an
effective tool for marketers to work on
customer recommendation. Finally, we
found that e-zines had a positive effect
although many did not open the mail, let
alone the articles. An interesting question
is how e-zines are processed, and which
factors do and do not add to the recom-
mendation shift that we observed.

This research showed no effects on rec-
ommendation among the passively satis-
fied and the brand promoters. However,
it would be premature to conclude that
e-zines do not have an effect at all on
these groups. For example, we expect fac-
tors such as consumers' prior expecta-
tions about a firm to be part of the process.
Dawar and Pillutla (2000) found that con-
sumers with positive expectations may
provide firms with a form of insurance
against the potentially devastating impact
of crises; while for consumers with weak
expectations about a firm, any crisis can
be devastating. In that sense, we suggest
that e-zines might increase positive expec-
tations about the firm. In normal circum-
stances (as in our study), the increase in
expectations may not be easily observ-
able, at least not among promoters and
the passively satisfied. However, the ef-
fect of e-zines might only show up in
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times of crises. It might be the case that ence (after product quality and handling Millet for valuable comments on an earlier
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