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Abstract

This study aims to design and explain a comprehensive electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) marketing model for the Iranian insurance
industry using a mixed-methods approach. The research is fundamental in purpose and mixed in method. In the qualitative phase, a
systematic grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin) was employed through semi-structured interviews with 10 academic experts and
insurance managers; data were analyzed via open, axial, and selective coding, with inter-coder reliability confirmed by Cohen’s kappa of
0.869. In the quantitative phase, data were collected from 213 insurance customers using a researcher-developed questionnaire and
analyzed through structural equation modeling with SmartPLS. Construct validity and reliability met accepted thresholds. Results indicate
that eWOM effectiveness has a strong positive effect on buyers’ tendencies, emotions, and thoughts (3=0.685, p<0.01). Customer
loyalty necessity also showed a significant effect (B=0.271, p<0.01), whereas case of use was not significant (3=-0.108, p>0.05). Buyers’
tendencies significantly influenced customer interaction and commitment ($=0.526, p<<0.01). Customer interaction and commitment
significantly reduced advertising costs (=0.579, p<0.01) and increased sales and profitability (B=0.668, p<0.01). The moderating role
of infrastructure was not supported. The proposed model demonstrates that effective eWOM-—anchored in customer loyalty and
interaction—can substantially enhance marketing efficiency, reduce costs, and improve sales performance in the insurance industry.

Keywords: electronic word-of-mouth, insurance industry, grounded theory, mixed-methods approach, customer interaction.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid diffusion of digital technologies and social media platforms has fundamentally transformed the
nature of marketing communications, shifting power from firms to consumers and enabling users to actively
generate, evaluate, and disseminate market-related information. Within this context, electronic word-of-mouth
(eWOM) has emerged as one of the most influential mechanisms shaping consumer perceptions, emotions,
and purchase decisions, particularly in service industries characterized by high perceived risk and information
asymmetry. Prior research consistently shows that eWOM, due to its perceived credibility and peer-driven
nature, exerts stronger effects on attitudes and behaviors than traditional firm-controlled advertising (Akdim,
2021; Ismagilova et al., 2020). Meta-analytic evidence further confirms that online reviews and
recommendations significantly influence sales performance across platforms and product categories (Babi¢
Rosario et al., 2016).

In service contexts, consumers often rely on others’ experiences to reduce uncertainty and perceived risk.
Studies highlight that customer reviews and online recommendations serve as critical informational cues,
especially when products or services are complex, intangible, or associated with delayed outcomes (Bashir et
al., 2021; Kavanagh, 2021). This reliance becomes even more pronounced in industries such as insurance,
where trust, credibility, and long-term relationships are central to customer decision-making. Theoretical and
empirical research suggests that eWOM not only affects purchase intention but also shapes brand attitudes,
emotional responses, and long-term loyalty through mechanisms of engagement and perceived value (Ismail

et al., 2021; Le-Hoang, 2020).



Furthermore, recent studies emphasize that the effectiveness of eWOM is contingent upon customer
engagement and interaction within digital environments. Engagement-oriented perspectives argue that
consumers who actively interact with brands and other users are more likely to internalize shared information
and translate it into behavioral commitment (Chu & Kim, 2011; Kanje et al., 2020). From an organizational
standpoint, eWOM is also increasingly viewed as a strategic, cost-efficient marketing tool capable of
enhancing competitiveness, particularly for firms operating in highly competitive or resource-constrained
markets (Konstantopoulou et al., 2019). Evidence from crisis contexts, such as the COVID-19 period, further
demonstrates that eWOM can buffer negative shocks by sustaining customer trust and organizational
performance (Haj Khalifa et al., 2023; Hall et al., 2020).

Despite the growing body of research, gaps remain in understanding how eWOM operates within insurance
markets, especially in emerging economies, and how cognitive and emotional mechanisms translate eWOM
into interaction, commitment, and financial outcomes. Recent calls in the literature stress the need for
integrative and hybrid approaches that combine qualitative theory-building with quantitative model testing to
capture the complexity of eWOM processes (Alizadeh et al., 2024; Alizadeh & Foroughi, 2023). Addressing
these gaps, the present study develops and empirically tests a comprehensive eWOM model tailored to the
insurance industry, focusing on the pathways from eWOM effectiveness to customer interaction, commitment,
advertising cost reduction, and sales performance (Juaton et al., 2025; Tavousi et al., 2024; Wen, 2025).
Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods research design. In the qualitative phase, a systematic grounded theory
approach was used to explore the dimensions and mechanisms of eWOM in the insurance industry. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with industry experts and academics possessing substantial experience
in insurance marketing and digital communication. Data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective
coding to identify core categories and their relationships, leading to the development of a paradigmatic model.
Inter-coder reliability was ensured through independent coding and agreement assessment.

In the quantitative phase, a survey-based approach was adopted. Data were collected from insurance customers
with prior experience using insurance services. A researcher-developed questionnaire measured constructs
derived from the qualitative model, including eWOM effectiveness, ease of use, perceived necessity of
customer loyalty, buyers’ cognitive—emotional responses, customer interaction and commitment, advertising
cost reduction, and sales and profitability outcomes. The sample size was determined using statistical power
analysis. Structural equation modeling based on partial least squares (PLS-SEM) was applied to test the
hypothesized relationships. Reliability and validity of the measurement model were assessed prior to
evaluating the structural model.

Findings

The results of the structural model revealed several significant relationships. First, eWOM effectiveness

exhibited a strong positive effect on buyers’ tendencies, emotions, and thoughts, indicating that credible and



persuasive online word-of-mouth communications substantially shape customers’ cognitive and emotional
evaluations. Second, the perceived necessity of customer loyalty had a positive and significant impact on
buyers’ cognitive—emotional responses, suggesting that loyalty-related perceptions function as an important
antecedent of how customers process eWOM information.

In contrast, ease of use did not demonstrate a significant effect on buyers’ tendencies, emotions, and thoughts.
This finding implies that, within the insurance context, technical convenience alone is insufficient to influence
customers’ deeper evaluations. Additionally, buyers’ tendencies, emotions, and thoughts significantly
influenced customer interaction and commitment, highlighting the mediating role of internal psychological
states in translating eWOM into relational outcomes.

The analysis further showed that customer interaction and commitment significantly reduced advertising costs,
reflecting the efficiency gains associated with voluntary customer advocacy. Moreover, customer interaction
and commitment had a strong positive effect on sales and profitability, confirming the financial relevance of
relationship-based outcomes. Finally, the moderating role of infrastructural factors on the relationship between
buyers’ cognitive—emotional responses and customer interaction and commitment was not supported,
indicating that relational and perceptual factors outweigh infrastructural considerations at the behavioral level.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore the pivotal role of eWOM effectiveness in shaping customers’ cognitive and
emotional responses within the insurance industry. By demonstrating that eWOM operates through internal
psychological mechanisms to foster interaction and commitment, the study extends existing eWOM literature
beyond immediate purchase intentions to relational and performance-oriented outcomes. The non-significant
role of ease of use suggests that, in high-risk and complex services, customers prioritize trust, credibility, and
shared experiences over purely technical convenience.

The significant effects of customer interaction and commitment on both advertising cost reduction and sales
growth highlight eWOM as a strategic lever for achieving sustainable competitive advantages. Rather than
replacing traditional marketing efforts, effective eWOM complements them by mobilizing customers as active
partners in value creation. The absence of a moderating infrastructural effect further emphasizes that
investments in technology must be accompanied by deliberate efforts to manage customer experiences,
emotions, and relationships.

Overall, this study contributes to theory by offering an integrated, empirically validated eWOM model tailored
to the insurance context and contributes to practice by illustrating how eWOM-driven interaction and
commitment can translate into tangible economic benefits. The results suggest that insurance firms seeking
long-term success should move beyond transactional marketing approaches and strategically cultivate
environments that encourage credible, emotionally resonant, and relationship-enhancing electronic word-of-

mouth.
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