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The off-line word-of-mouth marketing, due to its natural characteristic of easily 
spreading information among a group of people, significantly influences a business’s 
operations and plays an important role in boosting business to thrive. Although it is 
appreciated for decades, off-line word-of-mouth marketing has been still under in-
depth research. For this reason, it is crucial to seek in-depth insights into the topic. 
The thesis aims at providing readers with in-depth understandings of the off-line word-
of-mouth marketing, while the final goal is to generate a development plan for the 
case company and to offer suggestions on how the case company should apply off-
line word-of-mouth marketing in deeper levels to improve its business operation. 

The thesis is conducted in a deductive approach. Qualitative method is used as a ma-
jor methodology and the quantitative method partly supports the research. Primary 
data was gathered through in-depth interviews with the case company’s customers 
and its leaders. Secondary data was collected from various kinds of information in-
cluding published books, electronic sources, journals, e-journals, and unpublished 
sources. In this thesis, in-depth insights into the off-line word-of-mouth marketing in-
cluding history, categorization, definition, the impacts, the drivers, the six steps model 
are presented. 

Key findings gained from the research showed the hidden motivations driving custom-
ers to share off-line word-of-mouth messages, their emotional states affecting the off-
line word-of-mouth spreading, the structures of their sharing network systems, and 
the formulas as well as secrets employed by the company. These results concluded 
that the case company should implement both already-employed strategies and 
newly-generated strategies to improve its business operation. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research Background 

In the world of business, regardless of the business’s scale, marketing always plays an 

essential role in determining the company’s success. There are a variety of marketing ap-

proaches used for business growth including the traditional off-line marketing approach 

and on-line marketing approach. (Gleeson 2019.) Although the world has witnessed a sig-

nificant rise in the Internet which results in modern marketing strategies, traditional mar-

keting is still considered the most important approach for a firm. One of the most promi-

nent types of traditional marketing that is highly appreciated for decades is off-line word-

of-mouth marketing due to its natural characteristic of easily spreading information among 

a group of people. (Godson 2008, 7.) 

The world nowadays witnesses a significant thrive of several companies such as Face-

book, Pinterest, Dropbox, Coca-Cola, Lush, Netflix, and many others. Despite being just 

small start-ups when established, these companies have grown to become giants that 

have millions of supporters and have strong influences over the globe thanks to the help 

of the off-line word-of-mouth approach. (Steward 2018.) Due to the huge impact of off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing on companies’ aspects such as sales, brand and customer rela-

tionships, it is analyzed as the cornerstone for business marketing strategy. (Silverman 

2001, 7.) Off-line word-of-mouth marketing is still under in-depth research by business re-

searchers to discover deeper levels of understanding of the topic. For this reason, the the-

sis aims at researching off-line word-of-mouth marketing, rather than on-line viral market-

ing. 

The case company for this study is Jason Ltd., a Vietnamese company operating in the 

field of self-development education. Jason was established in 2014 and has been devel-

oping several intensive self-development courses that transform more than 3,000 Viet-

namese people’s lives, especially through the course named Enhance Self Value – Up-

grade Relationships which also links to the company’s branding. Being a small company, 

Jason has successfully applied the process of off-line word-of-mouth marketing strategy 

and becomes well-known for learners in the field of self-development in Ho Chi Minh City, 

Vietnam. (Toan 2020.) 

As the case company, Jason Ltd., is a model of applying off-line word-of-mouth marketing 

in a growing business, it is chosen to study and thus to provide readers with both theoreti-

cal and empirical insights regarding off-line word-of-mouth marketing approach. Through 

the research, a development plan for the case company is established to help the case 
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company expand its business operation via off-line word-of-mouth marketing. Therefore, 

the case company not only plays a role as an empirical insight provider but also involves 

allowing the researcher to design a development plan. 

 

1.2 Thesis Objectives, Research Questions, and Limitations 

This sub-chapter introduces the thesis objectives and the thesis main purpose. Together 

with the thesis research questions, sub-questions are also introduced. Besides, the 

limitations of the thesis are presented below. 

 

Thesis objectives 

Being foundations for a study, research objectives and research purposes help the study 

to develop explicitly and scientifically. The objectives of the research show readers how 

the research is developed and what components or steps are conducted to answer the 

research questions. (Lempiere 2019.) The purpose of the research demonstrates targets 

that the researcher aims at discovering. Also, the plan of using research results can be 

introduced in the research purpose. (Ghauri & Gronhaug 2010, 44.)  

The thesis has two main purposes. First, it aims to provide readers with an understanding 

of the off-line word-of-mouth marketing in both theoretical and empirical aspects, 

especially from the perspective of the case company that has successfully applied the off-

line word-of-mouth approach. Second, the thesis helps provide a development plan for the 

case company.  

To help readers gather in-depth understandings of off-line word-of-mouth marketing, and 

to help the case company develop a development plan, deep insights of the off-line word-

of-mouth marketing are vital to analyze and to explain, which are introduced as follows. 

The basic insight of off-line word-of-mouth marketing is presented with multiple aspects. 

The drivers of off-line word-of-mouth marketing, together with its key issues, are also 

discovered. After researching essential parts mentioned above, the case company is 

practically analyzed together with its application of off-line word-of-mouth marketing in the 

real business world, thereby making comparisons and conducting analysis between the 

theory part and practical part. Accordingly, a development plan for the case company is 

established. 
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Thesis questions 

Regarding the research questions, a study must determine an appropriate research 

question at the beginning stage of the thesis. A research question is defined as an 

answerable inquiry for a specific issue and is established in an initial phase of the 

research. (Kowalczyk 2019.) A research question presents the main question that the 

researcher aims to find the answer. By reading a research question, readers can 

understand the study’s direction in a big picture. (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2012, 125.) 

Also, researchers determine research questions to narrow the research issue into a more 

focusing concern which helps researchers conduct deeper researches (Gilbert 2019). 

In this thesis, the main research question is: 

- How should the case company apply off-line word-of-mouth marketing in 

deeper levels to improve its business operation? 

As the research question is established widely to cover the whole thesis, it is 

recommended for researchers to conduct sub-questions to support the main question. 

Sub-questions are defined as supporting questions or questions on a smaller scale that 

help researchers find the answer for the main question easier, therefore implement the 

research easier. (Saunders et al. 2012, 126.) 

In this study, the sub-questions that support the main research question are: 

- What is off-line word-of-mouth marketing? 

- What are the key issues of off-line word-of-mouth marketing? 

- What off-line word-of-mouth implementations and strategies has the 

case company currently applied in its business? 

 

Thesis limitations 

Regarding limitations, it is recommended for researchers to acknowledge the research 

limitation to address parts that are difficult for researchers to control and to narrow the 

scope of research (Radu 2019). The first limitation of the research is that this research 

focuses on providing deep insights into off-line word-of-mouth marketing rather than on-

line viral marketing. Off-line word-of-mouth marketing has its unique characteristics that 

are utilized for businesses of any age, regardless of business in the past or modern 

business. Therefore, the researcher finds interested in discovering the off-line word-of-

mouth marketing whose results can even apply for other modern viral marketing cases. 
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Second, as the case company analyzed in the thesis is a Vietnamese company operating 

in the Vietnamese market, the thesis only provides data and recommendations for 

companies in the Vietnamese market and does not offer information for companies in 

other regions.  

 

1.3 Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical parts of a research present appropriate information about the topic and 

offer readers a fundamental foundation of knowledge during reading the research. 

Therefore, the theoretical part plays a crucial role in research. Discovering the theory, 

readers can gain focused knowledge of the topic, thereby having a deeper understanding 

of the empirical parts later on in the study. (Mngadi 2018.) 

As mentioned above, the thesis aims at providing readers with deep insights into off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing and at helping the case company design a development plan to 

improve its business. Thus, the main theme of the thesis’s topic is about off-line word-of-

mouth marketing and the theory of off-line word-of-mouth marketing is mainly presented 

as well as analyzed. 

Based on the literature, multiple aspects of off-line word-of-mouth marketing such as 

overview, definition, categorization, and focused analysis are explained. As off-line word-

of-mouth marketing plays a crucial role in developing a business, it is necessary to 

understand how significantly off-line word-of-mouth marketing affects different aspects of 

a business. Thus, the whole chapter three of the thesis presents the impacts of off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing towards a business. 

Furthermore, the drivers of off-line word-of-mouth marketing including product 

characteristics, visibility, psychological factors, and the six steps model are explained and 

analyzed. By understanding these critical issues of off-line word-of-mouth marketing, 

readers gain insights into the topic.  

After presenting all theoretical parts of the research, the case company’s data is gathered, 

compared and analyzed. A comparison between what being gained in the theoretical parts 

and information gained in the practical case is conducted to understand how the off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing strategy works. Based on that, a development plan for the case 

company to improve its business operation is introduced. 
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1.4 Research Methodology and Data Collection 

In this sub-chapter, the research approach, research methodology and data collection 

which are used in the thesis are introduced. 

 

Research Approach 

Determining the research approach is an important stage in developing the research. 

There are two main kinds of research approaches used in the study of business, including 

deduction and induction. Each approach leads the research to different ways to be 

conducted. Researchers can combine both types of research approach with different 

features and characteristics to implement the study. The main differences between 

deductive and inductive approaches are the process of collecting data. While the 

deductive approach begins with a theory and data is collected to test the theory, the 

inductive approach focuses on gathering data to generate a conclusion of the new theory. 

In other words, the deductive approach is used to test a theory by gathering data, 

whereas inductive research is used to develop a theory based on collecting and analyzing 

practical data. (Saunders et al. 2012, 144.) 

According to Saunders et al. (2012, 143-144), two main criteria are put into consideration 

when selecting a research approach including the nature of the research topic and the 

timeframe for researching. In this thesis, the nature of the thesis’s topic is exploratory, 

while the research timeframe is about two months. As a result, a rational approach chosen 

for this thesis is deductive research. 

 

Research Methodology 

After determining the research approach, research methodology is chosen. There are two 

essential research methods used in the business study that is a qualitative research 

method and a quantitative research method. The main difference between the two 

methods is the feature of data gathered in each method. While the qualitative method 

addresses non-numeric data, the quantitative method deals with statistics and numeric 

data. In several cases, both methodologies are combined due to their differences in data 

nature and data collection, thereby supporting the researchers to implement the research 

more effectively (Saunders et al. 2012, 153.)  

While the quantitative method is used to study the nature of phenomena, the qualitative 

method focuses on studying cultural and social phenomena (Myers 2013, 9-12). The 
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quantitative method uses numerical data, statistical information and mathematical 

techniques to generalize an issue. On the other hand, the qualitative method uses 

interviews, observations and non-statistical data to seek in-depth information about a 

subject. (Nayab 2011.) 

As the nature of this thesis is exploratory and it is business research relating to social 

phenomena, together to gain an in-depth analysis of the topic, the qualitative method is an 

appropriate choice for the thesis. However, to measure the degree of the off-line word-of-

mouth marketing of the case company, some statistics are necessary and some features 

of the quantitative method are also considered. Hence, this thesis is based on the 

qualitative method as the major methodology but is partly supported by some statistics of 

the quantitative method. 

 

Data Collection 

There are two most common types of data collection including primary data and 

secondary data. Primary data refers to empirical data gathered directly by the researcher. 

This first kind of data is gathered through interviews, questionnaires, small group 

discussions, and observations. On the contrary, secondary data are information derived 

from existing sources such as previous document, records, articles, journals, and books. 

Secondary data are collected by other researchers previously. (Eriksson & Kovalainen 

2008, 80.) 

In this thesis, to answer the thesis question fully, both primary data and secondary data 

are needed. Primary data is collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with a 

combination of open-ended questions, closed-ended questions, probing questions, and 

unstructured questions. The in-depth interviews are conducted with the case company’s 

leaders. Moreover, interviews with several groups of customers are executed to gain 

further information. This strategy generates valid information for the research. 

Together with primary data, secondary data is collected, as it plays an important role in 

developing the research. In this research, secondary data is obtained through trustworthy 

sources including journals, articles, books, electronic sources, and reports. 

To summarize the information presented in this sub-chapter including research approach, 

research methodology, and data collection, a diagram is established and demonstrated in 

Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 Research approach, research methodology and data collection of the thesis 

Figure 1 demonstrates that the thesis uses a deductive approach, the major qualitative 

method partly supported by the quantitative method, and data is collected through the 

primary source and secondary source. 

 

1.5 Thesis Structure 

The thesis comprises of eight chapters and is demonstrated in Figure 2 below.  

RESEARCH 
APPROACH

Deductive

RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY

Major:

Qualitative Method

Minor:

Quantitative Method

DATA 
COLLECTION

Primary Data

Secondary Data
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Figure 2 The thesis structure 

 

Figure 2 illustrates the order of eight chapters of the thesis. Eight chapters are divided into 

two main sections which are a theoretical section and an empirical section. The introduc-

tion chapter presents an overview of the thesis with important parts including thesis 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 2 

THE OFF-LINE WORD-OF-MOUTH MARKETING IN THE 

LITERATURE 

CHAPTER 5 

CASE COMPANY: JASON LTD. 

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

CHAPTER 3 

THE IMPACT OF OFF-LINE WORD-OF-MOUTH 

MARKETING 

CHAPTER 4 

THE DRIVERS OF OFF-LINE WORD-OF-MOUTH 

MARKETING 

CHAPTER 6 

DEVELOPMENT PLAN 

CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

CHAPTER 8 

SUMMARY 



9 

background, thesis objectives, thesis questions and sub-questions, research approach, 

research methodology, data collection, theoretical framework, and thesis structure.  

After the introduction chapter is presented, the theoretical section that includes the three 

following chapters is explained. Chapter two provides readers with an overall understand-

ing of off-line word-of-mouth marketing based on the literature including an overview, orig-

inal history, categorization and definition of off-line word-of-mouth marketing. Chapter 

three focuses on the impact of off-line word-of-mouth marketing towards a business in 

several aspects such as business branding, sales, and customer relationship. By reading 

this chapter, readers are aware of how off-line word-of-mouth marketing significantly influ-

ences a business. Chapter four is the last chapter of the theoretical framework, and it 

gathers key issues of off-line word-of-mouth marketing which are the drivers of off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing, product characteristics, visibility, psychological factors, and the 

six steps model. 

Chapter five of the thesis is the empirical section which focuses on analyzing data gath-

ered from the case company to have a further understanding of off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing in the real business world. This chapter shows the data collection process and 

the result of the research. Based on that, chapter six introduces the development plan de-

signed for the case company. The last two chapters are conclusion and summary that 

summarize the entire thesis research. 
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2 THE OFF-LINE WORD-OF-MOUTH MARKETING IN THE LITERATURE 

This chapter presents an overview of theoretical knowledge of off-line word-of-mouth mar-

keting, including its worldwide current achievement, history of origin, definition, and objec-

tives. Before providing further insight into off-line word-of-mouth marketing, a general re-

view and comparison between off-line word-of-mouth marketing and viral marketing are 

conducted to clarify the similarities as well as differences of the two. The purpose of this 

fundamental differentiation is to navigate the thesis research to a more focused approach, 

as mentioned in the thesis background. 

2.1 Overview 

The world nowadays witnesses a significant thrive of several companies such as Face-

book, Pinterest, Dropbox, Coca-Cola, Lush, Netflix, and many others. Despite being just 

small start-ups when established, these companies have grown to become giants that 

have strong influences over the globe. Statistics reveal that the number of Pinterest’s fol-

lowers had rocketed from 3,000 followers to 200,000,000 people for only 8 years, which 

was from 2010 to 2018 (Stewart 2018). In the case of Dropbox, on Dropbox’s fledgling 

days, the list of waiting customers increased from 5,000 to 75,000 just over one night due 

to the viral marketing campaign that Dropbox executed. While on the other hand, Coca-

cola implemented several campaigns in 2012 to spread goodwill and multiculturalism, cre-

ating a pervasive sharing. This resulted in an increasing number of both current but loyal 

customers and newly attracted customers, which helped the organization sustain from 

fluctuation and thrive again. (Ripton 2017.) Similarly, Lush and Netflix also enhance brand 

awareness by strategies providing value to customers, leading to a widespread pervasion 

among users (Gilliland 2017).  

Witnessing rapid but sustainable successes of organizations mentioned above, business 

experts put a strong emphasis on discovering what strategies these companies imple-

mented. The results show that applying off-line word-of-mouth marketing strategies is the 

key to enhance brand awareness as well as to increase such a huge number of followers 

over a short period. (Naz 2014, 1-2.) Previous studies reveal that off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing strategy has a significant impact on a wide range of business operations. For 

example, the sales of companies using word-of-mouth impressions are calculated to be 

five times higher than that of companies using paid media. Besides, brands that create 

emotional word-of-mouth connections interacting with customers are threefold better well-

known than firms that implement traditional advertising strategies. (Saleh 2019.) 
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According to Saleh’s research (2019), 64% of marketing executives interviewed indicate 

that off-line word-of-mouth marketing plays an essential role in boosting companies’ 

achievements. Nevertheless, several topics of off-line word-of-mouth marketing are still 

undiscovered (Silverman 2011). Therefore, more researches about the word-of-mouth is-

sues are conducted to continue gaining further understandings and providing better re-

sults supporting companies to succeed (Baer 2019).  

2.2 Original history 

Before continuing to provide understandings of off-line word-of-mouth marketing, a brief 

history of its origin is necessary to mention. The concept of word-of-mouth is deeply 

rooted back to the natural character of a human being by sharing the information among 

persons (TwelveManage 2019). However, George Silverman is most commonly attributed 

as the pioneer of the off-line word-of-mouth marketing concept (Brysha 2013).  

In the early 1970s, psychologist George Silverman developed a testing model that en-

gaged physicians in communication about new pharmaceutical products. The result of the 

research showed that there was a significant influence among physicians on each other 

about the perspectives and opinions on choosing products. The most influential physician 

referred his chosen pharmaceutical product to a group, and this shaped the entire group’s 

opinion about that product. By sharing information and experiences about a product, the 

group can affect each other and even affect those who have negative experiences by con-

suming other pharmaceutical products in the past. (Kathleen 2005.)  

Rosen (2000) concluded that the concept of word-of-mouth in this case, which was shar-

ing and referring experiences to each other, supported customers in reducing risk and un-

certainty when purchasing a new product (Kathleen 2005). As a result, the next few dec-

ades after the year of 1970 witnessed an increasing number of firms using word-of-mouth 

concept (Kathleen 2005; Mencak 2009; Brysha 2013). 

In these early years, the off-line word-of-mouth marketing concept was applied in tradi-

tional channels such as television, radio, newspaper, and magazine. However, by the end 

of the 1990s, the world was reshaped by the appearance of the Internet, which dominated 

all communication channels later. At this stage, viral marketing, which was controversially 

considered as a developed model of off-line word-of-mouth marketing, was introduced by 

utilizing the Internet. (Meiners, Schwarting & Seeberger 2010, 80-82.) Due to the techno-

logical revolution, the word-of-mouth feature of interpersonal communication has gradually 

gone viral (Mencak 2009). Several kinds of research are conducted to gain further under-

standings of viral marketing and off-line word-of-mouth marketing. However, according to 
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Kulp (2007), the intertwined connection between the two still generates controversy 

among researchers in differentiating these concepts. (Le & Nguyen 2013, 11.) Hence, a 

comparison of the two is discussed in the next section to make vague definitions clear. 

2.3 Categorization 

Due to the enhancement in technology, the word-of-mouth practice that was developed 

firstly through interpersonal communication has been also available in technological 

means of communication (Fakharyan, Jalilvand, Elyasi & Mohammadi 2012, 10382-

10384). Using the Internet, the information is viral widespread such as the feature of a vi-

rus. Enterprises apply this concept in their marketing campaigns and call it viral marketing. 

The characteristics of viral marketing are soon exposed in the practical case of Hotmail, 

which is one of the pioneers applying viral strategies to boost the company’s number of 

subscribers dramatically. (Subramani & Rajagopalan 2003, 300-302.) 

Conducting several types of research about the case of Hotmail, Bryce (2005, 7-8) discov-

ered three factors contributing to its success, thereby generating a definition of viral mar-

keting as a technique encouraging users to spread the electronic message widely to their 

network on the Internet. According to Bryce’s definition, viral marketing refers to marketing 

strategies that are operated via only on-line channels based on the Internet (Bryce 2005, 

7-8). However, Kulp (2007, 6-9) believes that viral marketing operates on the feature 

background of word-of-mouth concept that is the intercommunication among humans. 

While the off-line word-of-mouth marketing concept generally refers to verbal communica-

tions between one person and another person, or among a group of people, the viral mar-

keting concept, thanks to the support of technology, significantly increase the scale of 

conversations to the case that one person’s message can reach loads of people simulta-

neously (Bryce 2005, 7; Kulp 2007, 8). 

To simply summarize, viral marketing is perceived as the technological extension of off-

line word-of-mouth marketing, which is also called network-enhanced word-of-mouth, 

thanks to the help of the Internet (Thevenot & Watier 2001, 1). The relationship between 

modern viral marketing and traditional off-line word-of-mouth marketing is clearly de-

scribed in Figure 3 below, which is a framework created by Kaplan and Haenlein and re-

developed for a better illustration (Kaplan & Haenlein 2011, 254). 
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Figure 3 The relationship between word-of-mouth and viral marketing (adapted from 

Kaplan & Haenlein 2011) 

 

Figure 3 shows that viral marketing is comprised of two essential elements which are 

word-of-mouth approach and the help of technological social media. These two compo-

nents define the features and characteristics integrated to modern viral marketing, thereby 

differentiating it from traditional off-line word-of-mouth marketing. (Kaplan & Haenlein 

2011, 254-255.) On the other hand, it can be seen from the diagram that the word-of-

mouth box is placed beneath the other two boxes, which presents it as a cornerstone for 

the upper parts. This reveals an important finding that to create a successful viral market-

ing campaign, it is mandatory to entail traditional word-of-mouth approaches, as viral mar-

keting is incomplete without the existence of word-of-mouth traditional strategies. (Le & 

Nguyen 2013, 13-14.) 

Although viral marketing, with the help of technology, can make a product’s sale grow ex-

ponentially, the result of being widely known by customers and its effectiveness cannot be 

sustainable without the intercommunication among people. Word-of-mouth foundation is 

vital to viral marketing working on the Internet (Thevenot & Watier 2001, 1-2). Every 
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marketing problem, whether it is on-line or off-line, is a people problem. Understanding 

word-of-mouth concept deeply, which refers to approaches linking to human interactions, 

is crucial in building a successful business. (Phillips, Cordell, Church & Moore 2013, 19-

20.) Hence, putting a strong emphasis on off-line word-of-mouth marketing is important in 

building a firmer foundation for businesses to achieve successful results. The thesis’s fo-

cus, therefore, is narrowed to the off-line word-of-mouth marketing concept in the next 

chapters and sections. 

2.4 Definition 

Despite being differentiated with viral marketing above, a more detailed emphasis on the 

definition of off-line word-of-mouth marketing is taken to have a thorough understanding of 

the topic. To understand what the concept of word-of-mouth is, initial views on customer’s 

purchase decisions are discussed. Several factors drive customers to make purchase de-

cisions when approaching to products or services (Alton 2016). For example, it is the case 

of choosing a restaurant, watching a movie, or deciding to read a book. Several research 

questions such as why customers decide to choose a specific product among a wide 

range of others, what truly moves consumers to purchase, and how the purchasing deci-

sion is made have been suggested and discussed over the years. Among the answers 

discovered, one of the simplest explanations is that it is because customers heard from 

friends, experts, or from trusted sources. (Barber & Wallace 2009, 7.)  

Customers gather information, data, and opinions about products or services from other 

people before deciding to purchase. It is the opinions and information gathered, whether 

positive or negative, that influence customers’ choices. The sharing of information and 

perspectives among users and customers via mouth-conversations possesses a potential 

spreading characteristic, making it become an essence of off-line word-of-mouth market-

ing. (Naz 2014, 1-2.) Hennig-, Gwinner, and Wash (2004) define the jargon word-of-mouth 

as the act of sharing statements based on customers’ experiences about a product, a ser-

vice, or a company (Naz 2014, 2). To be more specific, the term is redefined in another 

way as a method of communication among noncommercial parties to make the subject 

being discussed become widespread (Taylor, Strutton and Thompson 2012, as cited in 

Naz 2014, 1). 

To summarize the definition of off-line word-of-mouth marketing that is widely discussed 

by marketing experts mentioned above, the term is simply understood as the act of shar-

ing information among people about a specific subject through conversations, thereby 

making it widespread within a community. 
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3 THE IMPACT OF OFF-LINE WORD-OF-MOUTH MARKETING 

The prominent cases mentioned in the previous chapter and sub-chapters partly demon-

strate the influence of off-line word-of-mouth marketing in the business’s operation. Never-

theless, its importance, as well as efficiency, are not thoroughly discovered. Therefore, 

this chapter provides readers with a deeper analysis of the impact of off-line word-of-

mouth marketing in business growth. The following sub-chapters show how important 

word-of-mouth concept is towards business and reveal its huge impact in the multi-aspect 

operation of a business.  

 

3.1 Advantages and Disadvantages 

Benefits and opportunities 

Off-line word-of-mouth marketing possesses several advantages that bring huge benefits 

to a business. First of all, the most beneficial advantage of off-line word-of-mouth market-

ing is that it is built up by trust among people who share or recommend the subject they 

are sharing, leading to a potentially successful outcome for marketing. (Ho 2019.) Accord-

ing to Nielsen studies, 92% of customers are more likely to trust recommendations from 

friends, family, or trusted advisor than other types of advertising (Ho 2019). This trust is 

established thanks to the independence feature of off-line word-of-mouth marketing, which 

means that those who participate in the off-line word-of-mouth sharing process are third 

parties that are unbiased, objective, and not related to the host company owning a product 

or service. Consumers are likely to accept the undistorted source of information from an 

independent party rather than from those whose motive is to promote a product, service, 

or company. Hence, word-of-mouth concept is deemed powerful thanks to the independ-

ence feature, leading to its credibility nature. (Silverman 2001, 26.)  

Moreover, when customers suggest a product or a service to their relationships, the listen-

ers release the defending fence towards the new product, and become easier to approach 

it, thereby allowing the company to have a new customer. Off-line word-of-mouth market-

ing, when used positively via trusted friends’ recommendations, helps a company break 

down customer’s defending barriers when approaching new products. (Silverman 2001, 

21-22.) Based on the foundation of trusted suggestion, off-line word-of-mouth marketing 

continues to generate further benefits, which are presented next. 

Second, off-line word-of-mouth marketing activates a potentially pervasive spread which 

helps a company grow in multiple aspects such as brand awareness, sales, and product 
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or service popularity. Silverman (2001, 24) reveals his research on off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing that this word-of-mouth concept allows a product, a service, or anything to be 

widespread like wildfire, and he demonstrates this idea via an example. Ten people have 

ten experiences each and these people share their experiences with other ten people, and 

the latter continues sharing with other ten people, following by other ten people, and ten 

people. The number of people reaching the information exponentially increases through a 

network of sharing. Moreover, that exponentially grown number is even significantly rock-

eted by the involvement of key opinion leaders known as KOLs (Top Digitial Agency 

2019). With the help of these influencers, a product or service could be potentially gone 

viral in the market. (Silverman 2001, 32-34.) 

Third, off-line word-of-mouth marketing is analyzed and determined as one of the most 

cost-effective marketing strategies (Prokopets 2017). As off-line word-of-mouth marketing 

operates based on the sharing of people among the community, which means that con-

sumers act as a sharing factor for the company’s marketing strategy, it saves more cost 

for the company compared to spending a huge amount of financial resources in other 

types of advertisement (Silverman 2001, 25-26; WOMMA 2013; Gregory 2019). Prokopets 

(2017) researched how Tesla Motors developed its sales and brand significantly in com-

parison with competitor Nissan. The research revealed that even though Nissan had spent 

$25 million on multi-channel advertising campaigns for its model Leaf EV 2012, the com-

pany gained a modest sales number. On the other hand, thanks to building up a huge 

community of more than 230.000 advocators who are loyal consumers and are willing to 

recommend Tesla to the world, Tesla Motors successfully promoted its brand, leading to a 

growth in its models’ sales. (Prokopets 2017.) 

 

Drawbacks and threats 

Despite holding several benefits for a company, off-line word-of-mouth marketing could 

still potentially cause harmful consequences in many aspects. As the essential character-

istic of off-line word-of-mouth marketing is considered spreading like a virus, it can nega-

tively damage the company’s brand image when negative information is pervasively trans-

mitted among a community. (Le & Nguyen 2013, 17.) An unsatisfied consumer might 

share unsatisfactory experiences with other consumers, leading the group to engage in 

negative conversations that could form a scandal and eventually harm the company’s 

brand, product or service (Qvist 2009, 3). 

When a company’s brand faces difficulty in the negatively widespread sharing of consum-

ers, it is hard for the company to position its products and services in the market, 
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regardless of its high-quality products or service (Naz 2014, 2). Several serious conse-

quences relating to damage to the company’s sales and customer relationship might hap-

pen. For example, Asanzo, an electronic and household provider in Vietnam, has recently 

encountered a scandal of supplying counterfeit products to consumers in 2019 (Nguyen & 

Trung 2019). This serious circumstance leads to a huge outrage among the entire pool of 

consumers in the community, who later significantly criticize the enterprise and deny that 

enterprise in the market. Asanzo witnesses a dramatic plummet on sales and estimates 

the damage of losing VND 1,000 billion. Moreover, the company reports a drastic loss of 

its loyal customers who have been familiar with the brand for more than 20 years. Due to 

a critical mistake in cheating consumers which leads to a negative spread via consumers’ 

mouths among the community, a successful Vietnamese business empire is on the edge 

of bankruptcy. (Ha 2019.) 

 

3.2 Influences on Brand 

Witnessing a dramatical word-of-mouth collapse of Asanzo, a company that is mentioned 

just above, it is considered necessary to conduct further research about the influence of 

off-line word-of-mouth concept on a business’s brand. Although brand management and 

word-of-mouth are the most two essential cores of a business, their relationship has not 

been widely discussed (Lovett, Peres & Shachar 2013, 2). By gathering previous re-

searches on the topic, this sub-chapter demonstrates how off-line word-of-mouth market-

ing influences a brand and on the contrary how a brand concept plays an important role in 

stimulating word-of-mouth. 

Marion (2015) defines the terms brand and branding in an article published on-line in 

2015. According to Marion, every business sells a product or service, and a brand simply 

means that it refers to a perceived image of the selling product in the eyes of customers. 

Hence, the term branding demonstrates the strategy and process to create that image. 

(Marion 2015.) Lloyd (2019), on the other hand, mentions the term brand as a unique im-

age that identifies and differentiates a company among its competitors in the market. In 

customers’ minds, when mentioning a brand, they relate it to a specific image, product or 

service; and the other way around, when discussing a product or service, they link it to a 

brand (McEwen 2005, 4-5). 

A brand identity, which is the brand concept developed by the owner of the brand, deter-

mines whether that brand can be widespread and prominent among customers (Aaker & 

Joachimsthaler 1999, 4-5). For the past decades, the world has witnessed some brands 
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going globally viral thanks to its branding concepts and branding strategies (Quelch & 

Harding 1999, 29-33; Gobé 2001, xiii). For example, Starbucks has developed its brand 

concept not only to sell coffee but also to provide places where customers can experience 

an emotionally friendly and pleasing environment when coming to the stores (Gobé 2001, 

xxvi). Howard Shultz (2001) believes that the most effective path to build up a brand, 

which enables customers to keep sharing and recommending the brand to their friends 

later, is to kindly serve and to sincerely help one person at a time (Gobé 2001, xxvi). In-

stead of developing Starbucks in a traditional way, which is to manufacture a massive 

amount of products, then mass-distributing them to consumers and to support the process 

by mass advertising, the CEO Howard Shultz decides to grow Starbucks in another path 

that helps the company’s brand go viral. It is reported that when Mark McGwire, a famous 

American former professional baseball player, comes to a local Starbucks’ coffee shop, 

ordering a cup of coffee, and asking for a baseball cap with a Starbucks logo embedded 

on, the barista who prepares the coffee for Mark states that the caps are not for sale, but 

gives his cap to Mark as a gift instead. This leaves an unforgettable impression to the cus-

tomer, who later wears the cap in the World Series and recommends Starbucks to the 

world for years, stimulating the brand to go viral globally. (Gobé 2001, xxvi.) It is the 

branding concept and customer-centric essence of Starbucks’ leaders that make the 

brand widespread around the world, as more and more loyal customers help share and 

spread the quality of the brand among the community, leading to a word-of-mouth trans-

mission and eventually returning to make the brand stronger (Knight 2014). 

Nevertheless, as off-line word-of-mouth marketing could potentially generate both positive 

and negative transmission for a brand, an inappropriate action of a brand can cause 

harmful spread for the brand, leading to a deterioration of a brand’s reputation (Kiuru 

2014). For example, Nike and Coca-Cola overcame tough experiences regarding negative 

perspectives of consumers which led to negative widespread word-of-mouth in 1999 

(Gobé 2001, xvi-xvii). Another case witnessed is the case of Tan Hiep Phat Group which 

operates in the field of beverage in Vietnam. In 2015, a customer found a dead fly in an 

unopened bottle of energy drink manufactured by Tan Hiep Phat Group. This quickly be-

came a negative scandal leading to a drastic outrage among consumers due to the 

group’s lack of responsibility towards consumers’ health and safety. The negative event 

stimulated bad word-of-mouth spread among the community which resulted in a signifi-

cant decrease in the number of the group’s customers. Due to the widespread flow among 

consumers about discontinuing to purchase Tan Hiep Phat’s products, the group’s brand 

value was depreciated dramatically, and its sales plummeted. (Tuoi Tre News 2015.) The 
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influence of word-of-mouth spreading on a company’s brand links to consequent damage 

to a company’s customer relationship and sales (Hurley 2017). 

 

3.3 Influences on Customer Relationship 

Off-line word-of-mouth spreading generates both positive and negative impacts on a 

business’s customer relationship, which affects a business’s customer acquisition and its 

sales later. On the contrary, the level of closeness in the relationship between customers 

and businesses affects word-of-mouth spreading, whether positive or negative. A positive 

word-of-mouth sharing is considered a result of customer satisfaction, while a negative 

word-of-mouth spreading derives from customer dissatisfaction. (Williams & Buttle 2007, 

3.) Many companies have good relationships with their satisfied customers who continue 

to recommend to their friends. As a result, new customer acquisition is promoted, and 

companies acquire more loyal customers. (Williams & Buttle 2007, 3 - 4.)  

In some cases, several organizations behave good acts in their business operation which 

leads to applause spreading among the community, and this positively viral wave not only 

reinforces relationships with current customers but also establishes firmed foundation for 

newly attracted customers. For example, in the global market, prominent cases for this 

subject that should be mentioned are the cases of General Electric, Walt Disney 

Company, and Virgin Atlantic. General Electric donated 88 million dollars to support 

educational and social programs in 2016 as well as supported its employees and retirees 

through the GE Foundation Matching Gifts Program (Vilas 2017). On the other hand, Walt 

Disney Company is ranked as one of the most admired organizations in the world by 

Fortune due to its dedicated mission to the community, while Virgin Atlantic shows 

environmental protecting responsibility and advocation of young entrepreneurship in the 

community. Thanks to good behaviors towards the community, these giant market leaders 

strengthen the relationships with their customers and also gain support from other 

potential customers. (Vilas 2017.)  

In the Vietnamese market, a good example should be considered in the case of ABC 

Bakery. At the beginning of 2020, the entire world witnesses a serious healthcare 

catastrophe known as COVID-19 (WHO 2020). The epidemic disease ruins not only 

human’s life but also significantly affects the economy of the world and almost every 

region including the Vietnamese market. Due to the outbreak of the epidemic disease 

COVID-19, the agriculture of Vietnam is disrupted. Exporting and importing activities are 

delayed to protect the border from the violation of viruses. Therefore, farmers whose lives 
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depend on selling agricultural products are unable to sell fruits and other vegetables to 

business partners of other countries. Facing this serious circumstance, ABC Bakery 

decides to purchase a huge amount of Pitaya known as Dragon Fruits to save the farmers 

and to avoid the fluctuation of prices in the market. (Thien 2020.) To help farmers and 

traders partly solve the crisis, the bakery company starts to conduct researches and test 

new recipes for the dragon fruit bread. The bakery quickly debuts the dragon fruit bread 

which is its recently-developed product and is unprecedented in the market. Also, ABC 

Bakery shares the recipe publicly with the hope that other bakery companies would 

support local farmers and traders in this difficult season. (Huynh 2020.) The new style of 

bread that uses fresh dragon fruit pulp is supported by a huge amount of customers. 

Several customers wait for two hours to buy the bread. Although there are only 300 loaves 

of bread sold on the debut day, 20,000 loaves are made daily later to meet the 

overwhelming demand of customers due to the word-of-mouth spreading of consumers 

among the community. (Duc & Huy 2020.) Thanks to positive word-of-mouth spreading 

marketing among the community, the company strengthens its relationship with both 

remaining and potential customers. 

Nevertheless, relationships with customers tend to be degraded due to negative flows of 

information and perspectives. Richins (1984) and Arndt (1967) conclude that the negative 

word-of-mouth is derived from customer’s dissatisfaction and puts even more powerful 

impacts on business than its opposing positive word-of-mouth. (Chiosa & Anastasiei 2017, 

159.) It is proved that 54% of customers transmit negative word-of-mouth to more than 

five people due to their bad customer experiences, while there are only 33% of consumers 

involve in sharing positive word-of-mouth after having good customer experiences (Rout 

2016). Adverse word-of-mouth marketing campaigns cause harmful effects on a 

business’s customer lifetime and customer relationship value. Losing current loyal 

customers and potential customers is a significant threat to a business. (Zendesk 2020.) 

For example, in 2018, the giant player Facebook faces a serious scandal of leaking 

clients’ private data which drastically violates the privacy rights of customers around the 

world (Confessore 2018). It is estimated that the data leakage influences 87 million users 

in 2018 globally, and the number even rises to 267 million clients in 2019 (Ingram 2018; 

Whitwam 2019). The scandal quickly generates outrageous waves of customers that are 

dramatically spread to every channel of the world. The negative word-of-mouth spreading 

causes serious damages to the company’s brand image and its customer relationship, as 

Facebook users are disappointed due to the company’s betrayal. The consequence of the 

scandal is that users around the globe tend to boycott Facebook, even though the 
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company put strong efforts in healing and harmonizing its relationship with customers. 

(Lomas 2018.) 

Thus, understanding the influence of word-of-mouth spreading and marketing on a 

business’s customer relationship, regardless of positivity or negativity, is vital for a 

business. The word-of-mouth spreading brings both beneficial effects and harmful impacts 

on a business’s customer relationship. (Dick, Alhulail & Abareshi 2018.) 

 

3.4 Influences on Sales 

Off-line word-of-mouth marketing is beneficial for a business, as it increases the 

company’s sales and reduces the cost of marketing. Researches show that word-of-mouth 

marketing helps the company increase its sale statistics. Nielsen’s report (2015) shows 

that there is an uneven level of trust between traditional marketing methods and off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing. Comparing the advertising method and the recommendation or 

sharing method, 92% of customers choose to listen to their friends or family's suggestion 

rather than to watch advertising. (Nielsen 2015.) HubSpot’s research determines that 

around 75% of customers trust that information from an advertising source is distorted and 

not authentic. However, 90% of buyers accept advice from friends and relatives, while 

only 70% of customers trust consumer reviews. (Ewing 2019.) Every year, word-of-mouth 

marketing impulses $6 trillion of annual consumer spending, this amount of financial 

source is accounted for 13% of consumer sales. The impression of the off-line word-of-

mouth marketing method is that it stimulates sales increasing by 5 times more than 

traditional media marketing methods perform. (Saleh 2019.) 

Off-line word-of-mouth marketing reduces the marketing cost of a business. National Law 

Review (2014) demonstrates that keeping a current customer can save marketing costs 

by five times comparing to that of acquiring a new customer. Thus, having a positive word-

of-mouth advertising keep customers stay. Customers, with their recommendations, refer 

other customers who also stay and refer more. This reincarnating circle, which uses the 

principle of off-line word-of-mouth sharing, helps a company grow its amount of custom-

ers, thereby increasing sales. (Warren 2020.) 

Off-line word-of-mouth marketing also influences customers’ decision making, since 74% 

of buyers believe that off-line word-of-mouth is a key factor in their purchasing decisions. 

Warren (2020) conducts research showing that every 10% increase in word-of-mouth 

spreading generates an improvement in sales from 0.2% to 1.5%. Besides, off-line word-

of-mouth marketing increases the purchase decision speed. Word-of-mouth marketing 
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makes buyers speed up their decision making. When it comes to deciding to purchase a 

product, customers tend to find ways that make things easier and simpler. Instead of 

spending time and effort to research products and giving difficult decisions among 

numerous brands and designs, customers choose to ask other people. This simple 

method is applied as their main method. These recommendations are derived from ex-

perts, knowledgeable friends, or relatives. By letting someone with specific skills and 

knowledge do their job efficiently and competently, customers reduce spending time and 

effort in finding unnecessary information for the purchase decision, thereby increasing the 

purchase decision speed. (Silverman 2001, 27-29.) 

In short, off-line word-of-mouth marketing helps a company increase its sales and reduce 

spending financial resources in implementing marketing campaigns to attract more cus-

tomers. This method also speeds up the customer's purchase decision, as it is the most 

effective way to have a simpler and easier decision making in this complex and difficult 

world. (Silverman 2001, 27-30.) 
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4 THE DRIVERS OF OFF-LINE WORD-OF-MOUTH MARKETING 

To gain in-depth understandings of the mechanism of word-of-mouth spreading, business 

research is conducted by Berger and Schwartz. The result of the research shows that 

several key drivers spur the operation of word-of-mouth diffusion including product 

characteristics, visibility, and psychological factors. (Berger & Schwartz 2011, 869 – 872.)  

4.1 Product characteristics 

It is proved that the features and characteristics of a product determine its degree of being 

spread among consumers (Berger & Schwartz 2011, 869). A product’s characteristics play 

a crucial role in shaping the branding image of that product as well as in determining 

whether it can be widely spread (Maisam & Mahsa 2016, 20-21). To stimulate the process 

of word-of-mouth spreading, several marketers believe that the product’s characteristics 

need to be interesting, or be potential to generate interest (Berger & Schwartz 2011, 870). 

For example, Sernovitz (2016, 5-6) recommends that to make a product pervasively 

spread, marketing practitioners need to adopt an important rule of word-of-mouth 

marketing, which is to be interesting, as customers bearly share information about boring 

products.  

Interesting products are defined as those which stimulate interest, draw attention among a 

community, or making people surprised due to its characteristics. Consumers find 

interested in sharing information about things that are different from others, standing out, 

and unique. (Roy 2013, 2-4.) Products that have a higher degree of being shared among 

people than others are likely to generate potential word-of-mouth across the market, 

thereby leading to increasing sales and winning the market. For example, in 2018, several 

products including smart lighting, matcha powder, and video doorbell became a key trend 

in the globe as consumers show interest and care towards these products by searching 

and finding more products’ information. This spurs a wave of word-of-mouth conversations 

among consumers, which later leads to an increase in sales of these products which is 

higher than their opponents in the field. (Ng 2020.) 

Besides, products that bring benefits for customers are likely to be recommended among 

friends. Customers tend to share products that are beneficial to them with their networks. 

This social sharing is driven by a psychological reason to run underground. That is due to 

the value that a product provides its customers. In other words, the reason why customers 

share things is that those products provide customers with value. (Grabowski 2020.) 

Fallarme (2015) discusses that when finding something interesting or amazing, 65% of 

people love to communicate with others about it and to exchange value with their internal 
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networks. Analyzed statistics reports that 94% of consumers assure to involve in sharing 

useful products, while 49% of people recommend and share products that they care 

(Fallarme 2015; Gunbal 2011). 

 

4.2 Visibility 

In addition to product characteristics, the visibility of a product in the market determines 

how it is spread through word-of-mouth channels (Berger & Schwartz 2011, 870). Several 

practitioners discuss that products with a higher level of visibility than their counterparts 

are more approachable and quickly become viral, regardless of their interesting 

characteristics (Berger & Schwartz 2011, 871). For instance, according to a word-of-

mouth report conducted with the help of over 30,000 respondents, although technologies 

and sports are more interesting to discuss than food and dining topics, the latter receives 

a higher frequency of being mentioned in conversations than the former, which results in a 

higher degree of being spread in the market (Keller & Libai 2009, 3). 

Public visibility shapes the level of word-of-mouth diffusion of a product (Berger & 

Schwartz 2011, 871). The foundation of these perspectives is based on psychology 

researches which is mentioned as follows. Scientists in the field of memory and 

psychology report that customers tend to involve a product in their sharing conversations 

when that product is on their top of mind. In other words, customers are likely to talk about 

issues that appear in their minds with high frequency. (Berger & Fit zsimons 2008, 1 – 14.) 

Therefore, making a product appear in customers’ minds frequently is a key point of 

spurring word-of-mouth spreading through conversations (Berger & Schwartz 2011, 870). 

Increasing the appearance frequency of a product is a good approach to help it publicly 

visible. As a product is publicly visible, customers have a higher chance to see it, which 

can be frequently embedded in their minds, leading to increasing product accessibility and 

increasing an opportunity to be a part of customers’ word-of-mouth conversations. (Berger 

& Schwartz 2011, 871.) 

 

4.3 Psychological factors 

Psychological factors potentially drive the word-of-mouth operation (Berger & Schwartz 

2011, 869 – 870). According to the study of social sharing conducted by The New York 

Times Customer Insight Group, several reasons are affecting the social sharing process 

including providing valuable content, defining ego, maintaining and nurturing relationships, 
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self-fulfillment, and developing cared issues (Moon 2014). While 68% of interviewees 

reply that sharing helps shape their characteristics and ego, 78% of people believe that 

sharing provides them a chance to maintain current relationships. On the other hand, 69% 

of respondents state that the act of sharing a product or a piece of news gives them a 

sense of being involved in the living world. Besides, 84% of people participate in sharing 

and recommending things, as this behavior helps them support their cared issues. 

(Businesswire 2011.) 

These psychological drivers are analyzed and converted into a simpler conclusion, which 

includes three crucial motivations that spark off-line word-of-mouth conversations: 

functional motivation, social motivation, and emotional motivation (Phillips et al. 2013, 44). 

All three motivations are based on a firmed foundation playing a key role in stimulating 

people to talk, which is called passion. Researchers believe that passion, a psychological 

state of mind, is a core element activating the word-of-mouth social sharing process. 

(Phillips et al. 2013, 41 - 42). That principle is presented in figure 4 below. 

 

Figure 4 The link between passion and triggering word-of-mouth (adapted from Phillips et 

al. 2013, 41) 

As can be seen from figure 4, passion plays a key role in triggering conversation which 

leads to off-line word-of-mouth spreading and enhancing a chance of successful business. 

Phillips et al. (2013, 41) argue that if there is no passion, no passionate conversations 

exist, leading to no word-of-mouth spreading. 

Regarding functional motivation, there are two components including functional newness 

and functional complex (Phillips et al. 2013, 47). As living in a world with complex issues 

and new things that appear daily, people tend to communicate, chat, talk, and share with 

others to deal with these new and complex issues. By communicating, sharing, and 

recommending with one’s relationship networks, customers can gather insightful 

information about how to use a product in the best way, when to use it, or where to use it. 

This prompts customers to involve in a social sharing process. On the other side, those 
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who have a passion for something participate in sharing functional insights of that topic, 

which then results in a wave of word-of-mouth diffusion. (Phillips et al. 2013, 48.) 

Regarding social motivation, people involved in making social conversations to draw 

attention, to impress others, to show uniqueness, and to seek fame. This process is 

defined as social signaling. (Loth & Ruiter 2016, 3 – 5.) Social signaling is considered a 

dramatic role in driving off-line word-of-mouth social conversations. Customers have a 

higher sense of self when they share with others about stories, preferences, brands, 

products that are distinctive and interesting, which means that customers have a better 

feeling of who they are when talking about unique topics. (Phillips et al. 2013, 50.) Brand 

managing researchers state that the more unique and different a brand is, the more likely 

for customers to put it into a word-of-mouth conversation (Lovett et al. 2013, 4). As social 

signaling helps enhance one’s sense of self, it is a significant driver spurring passionate 

word-of-mouth conversations (Phillips et al. 2013, 51). 

Regarding emotional motivation, this last motivation plays a huge role in driving word-of-

mouth (Keller 2014; Berger 2016). It is reported that customers are likely to generate more 

word-of-mouth conversations when the subject mentioned evokes emotion (Hum 2015). 

Several prominent emotions relating to triggering and spreading word-of-mouth effects 

would include love, hatred, shock, sadness, touching, appreciation, and amazement. 

People participate in emotional conversations about brands and products to which they 

have both positive and negative emotions. Brands and products evoking strong emotions 

have a higher chance to trigger word-of-mouth spreading through conversations and 

rumors. (Phillip et al. 2013, 53 – 54.) Phillips, Cordell, and Church believe that customers 

only share with others when they feel positive, or negative about the topic, while they 

rarely involve in conversations regarding indifferent topics (Phillips et al. 2013, 56). 

Understanding the power of emotion towards word-of-mouth spreading, a business can 

employ its potent to trigger significant word-of-mouth diffusion, especially for the off-line 

approach, rather than for the on-line method. As off-line conversations are conducted in a 

direct context via face-to-face or phone, they are more personal and intimate, thereby 

allowing people to express emotions easier than the online context. (Lovett et al. 2013, 5.) 

Also, when participating in direct off-line conversations, people act to share information 

with others, which links to functional motivation. On the other hand, for the off-line context, 

the nature of conversations among people is intimate, therefore they have less demand 

for seeking social uniqueness or fame with others. Sorting the three motivations by the 

order from highly effective to low effective for the off-line word-of-mouth marketing, the 

emotional motivation is placed in the first position, followed by functional motivation and 
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social motivation respectively. Nevertheless, that order is positioned oppositely for the on-

line word-of-mouth approach due to the differences in characteristics between off-line and 

on-line word-of-mouth approach. (Phillips et al. 2013, 62 - 63.) The sorting orders are 

demonstrated in figure 5 as follows. 

 

Figure 5 The order of three motivations that are sorted by the level of effectiveness 

(adapted from Phillips et al. 2013, 63) 

Hence, emotional motivation is the most crucial driver of off-line word-of-mouth marketing 

(Lovett et al. 2013, 5). In general, the psychological factors that drive word-of-mouth 

marketing consist of functional motivation, social motivation, and emotional motivation. 

The three-component of the driver, with their features and meanings, are demonstrated in 

figure 6 below. 
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Figure 6 Three crucial motivations forming the psychological driver of off-line word-of-

mouth marketing (adapted from Phillips et al. 2013, 61) 

 

4.4 The six steps model 

Several specific kinds of products are recommended to avoid being involved in off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing campaigns including (Silverman 2011, 188): 

• Copied trending products, which are also known as “me-too” products. 

• Inferior products. 

• Products that are unable to try. 

• Products without experts’ consensus. 

Although every word-of-mouth campaign is unique and depends on the kind of targeted 

products, the field’s and the industry’s features, the targeted customers, several key 

points are mentioned and recommended to include in the check-list before constructing an 

off-line word-of-line marketing campaigns (Silverman 2011, 173 – 174). To establish a 

successful off-line word-of-mouth marketing campaign, marketers need to prepare ingredi-

ents: 

• A superior product that possesses a unique and valuable feature. 
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• Finding a way to contact with the key opinion leaders, which are known as KOLs, 

and away to reach the first potential consumer that is easy to influence. 

• Finding a way to contact with a cadre of specialists or experts. 

• Finding a way to form a community of supportive customers. 

• Gathering or preparing attractive stories for later spreading social conversations. 

• Evidence to show the product’s true data and truthful information. 

• Sample or demo product. 

After preparing critical raw materials mentioned above for the campaign, the off-line word-

of-mouth marketing campaign is ready to be established. The word-of-mouth marketing 

campaign is constructed systematically with the six steps model. 

 

Figure 7 The six steps model of the off-line word-of-mouth marketing campaign (adapted 

from Silverman 2011, 189 – 190) 

The first and foremost step in the six steps model is to identify the product’s core values. 

Determining the essence of the product helps a company differentiate its product with 

other competitors, thereby creating competitive advantages that contribute to forming later 

word-of-mouth spreading marketing campaigns. Moreover, identifying the core value that 
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the product provides customers helps a business aim the focused and targeted message 

to be widespread in later steps. (Silverman 2011, 189.)  

Then, the next step is to identify crucial adopters among the targeted market. According to 

Rodgers, there are five main types of adopters of a new product in a market including in-

novators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards (Imke 2017). Each 

kind of these adopter segments possesses its feature and is identified based on custom-

ers’ willingness to experience newly presented products. While innovators refer to risk-tak-

ers or the quickest customers who are enthusiastic about experience new products, early 

adopters spend more time considering and analyzing products before deciding to pur-

chase new products ahead of the remaining kinds of adopters. (Bhasin 2019.) Following 

the early adopters, the early majority leads the market in today’s world and covers one-

third of the whole market. This kind of adopter takes more time to analyze multiple facets 

of a product before deciding to purchase it, compared to early adopters. (Buck 2016.) On 

the other hand, the late majority is considered as those who are skeptical about new prod-

ucts, and this kind of adopter shares its feature with the early majority yet takes more cau-

tion in purchase deciding. The last kind of market adopter is known as the laggards who 

are the slowest reactors to experience new technologies and products. Being conserva-

tive, laggards stay in their safe and convenient circles and only tend to change when be-

ing forced by peers or others. (Bhasin 2019.) By understanding the features and charac-

teristics of the five types of adopters, marketers can develop appropriate word-of-mouth 

marketing campaigns in the next steps. 

The third step is to identify critical decision stages of customers to facilitate later steps of 

establishing word-of-mouth marketing campaigns. The customer has a decision process 

before deciding to purchase a product. Hussung (2017) discusses that there are seven 

steps of the purchase decision-making process including identify the decision, gather in-

formation, identify alternatives, compare evidence, consider alternatives, take action or 

decision, and review the decision. As customers might be stuck at some steps of the deci-

sion process, identifying potential steps is vital for marketers to develop marketing cam-

paigns (Hussung 2017). 

The fourth step is to identify keywords for word-of-mouth spreading. Silverman (2011) 

suggests marketers employ the word-of-mouth decision matrix to identify the actual words 

that each targeted adopter can accept and convert it into word-of-mouth spreading. Each 

kind of targeted adopter has unique traits, thereby demanding to hear different specific 

words. By identifying keywords correctly, marketers can conduct persuasive messages for 

the marketing campaign to go viral. (Silverman 2011, 189.) 
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The fifth step is to identify motivating word-of-mouth sources. Designing and creating per-

suasive word-of-mouth sources, together with determining its delivery mechanism is cru-

cial for word-of-mouth marketing campaigns. (Silverman 2011, 190.) The last step of the 

model is to establish and to implement a word-of-mouth marketing campaign with the 

based foundation of previous steps. Silverman (2011, 190 – 191) recommends that it is 

necessary to create a context, an event, or a situation to activate a word-of-mouth cam-

paign. By understanding the six steps model, together with experts’ recommendations 

mentioned above, marketers not only can establish off-line word-of-mouth marketing cam-

paigns but can also harness constructed campaigns effectively (Silverman 2011, 192). 
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5 CASE COMPANY, EMPIRICAL RESEARCH, AND DATA ANALYSIS 

This chapter presents the empirical part of the study. First, the information of the case 

company, Jason Ltd., and its current business operating situation, are introduced. After 

the introduction of the case, the company is presented, the design and formulation of the 

study, the data collection part, and the data analysis part are demonstrated. 

5.1 Introduction of the case company 

Overview 

Jason Ltd. operates in the field of self-development education. The company was estab-

lished in 2014 by the founder and CEO, Mr. Toan Tran. The company headquarters has 

been situated in Tan Phu District, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam since 2014. The company 

has entirely 50 employees working in the marketing department, finance department, re-

search and development department, administration department, and human resources 

department. The company’s branding logo is presented in the image below. 

 

Image 1 The case company logo (Jason Limited Company 2020) 

 

Mission, Vision, Values 

The company’s mission is to support people to develop themselves and enhance the qual-

ity of their lives in multiple aspects to achieve a fulfilling life (Toan 2020). Based on the 

mission, the company aims to be able to help 1,000,000 Vietnamese people accessing to 

the valuable insights that the company provides by 2030 so that Vietnamese people can 

live a fulfilling life with fulfilled facets of lives. The company values happiness, freedom, 

and fulfillment of people. (Jason Limited Company 2020.) 
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Products/Services 

Driven by the mission statement, the company works tirelessly to help people have better 

lives by providing mindsets and knowledge via self-development courses. The main prod-

ucts of the company are courses relating to developing inner peace and happiness, find-

ing life’s purpose, relationship harmonizing, problem-solving, the internal state of busi-

ness, and healthcare understandings with practice. Besides, the company offers coaching 

and mentoring services for customers who want to solve their personal or working prob-

lems. 

Among the in-depth courses mentioned above, the company concentrates on developing 

one strategic self-development course named Enhance Self Value – Upgrade Relation-

ships. This course has been held once a month since the beginning of 2015 and has at-

tracted more than 3,000 learners across the country. As the course provides participants 

with valuable understandings and experiences, customers who are also learners love to 

return to the course many times and recommend it to their friends, relatives, or other rela-

tionships in their networks so that the others can receive values as they do. Therefore, the 

company determines to choose this course as a strategic targeted course to establish the 

company’s brand image and to develop it further for helping more people. In recent times, 

the course reaches an increasing number of new customers and starts to become well-

known among the community of learners in the self-development field.  

Specifically, the Enhance Self Value – Upgrade Relationships course has been thrived for 

over five years thanks to off-line word-of-mouth spreading merely. There has been no 

online marketing activity since it was established, yet the course has proved itself as a val-

uable opportunity for those who want to change their lives into higher levels. The company 

has implemented off-line word-of-mouth strategies effectively to activate the viral spread-

ing of the course among the community. In-depth insights into this issue will be discovered 

and analyzed in the next sub-chapters. 

 

5.2 Design and formulation of the empirical research 

As mentioned in the introduction chapter of the thesis, there are two essential research 

methods used in the business study including a qualitative research method and a 

quantitative research method. While the qualitative method addresses non-numeric data 

and is used to seek in-depth information about a subject, the quantitative method deals 
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with statistics and is used to study the nature of phenomena or to generalize an issue. 

(Saunders et al. 2012, 153.) As the nature of this thesis is exploratory, and the purposes 

of the study are to help readers gain in-depth understandings of the off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing and to help the case company improve its business through a development 

plan, the qualitative method is a major methodology for the thesis. Nevertheless, as some 

statistics are necessary for the analysis process of off-line word-of-mouth marketing, the 

quantitative method partly supports the thesis. 

The primary data for empirical research is gathered by conducting several kinds of in-

depth interviews. Regarding conducting interviews for the qualitative method, there are 

three main categories of the interview including structured interviews, semi-structured in-

terviews, and unstructured interviews (Merriam & Tisdell 2015, 94). In a structured inter-

view, the set of questions is fixedly and strictly prepared in advance without adding further 

questions. Also, it is applied for all interviewees in the same format, thereby helping the 

interviewer compare gained data and stay focused on the main topic. (Batmanabane & 

Kfouri 2017.) On the contrary, the unstructured interview allows the interviewer and inter-

viewees to develop the content of the interview session freely. In other words, neither the 

topic of the interview nor the questions are prepared; yet they are established during the 

interview session spontaneously. (Roulston 2010, 69.) On the other hand, a semi-struc-

tured interview refers to the method in which an interview guide is prepared in advanced 

and it shows the interview’s main topic. In the semi-structured interview, questions are not 

pre-written and are spontaneously developed based on the flow of the interview to gain in-

depth understandings of an issue. (Eriksson & Kovalainnen 2008, 90 – 92.)  

As the researcher prepared the interview frame in advance and intent to lead the inter-

views’ flows in a focused direction but not to lose free spaces for interviewees to express 

their practical perspectives to gain in-depth data about the topic, both structured and 

semi-structured interviews were chosen to conduct. In the interviews, the topic was pre-

decided and was shown in the paperwork. Also, interview questions were established and 

were presented in the interview guides in the Appendices. However, several questions 

were spontaneously added with the flow of the interview without a fixed frame.  

Two interview sessions were conducted in empirical research for different purposes. The 

interview sessions include an individual interview with twenty customers conducted sepa-

rately, and a group interview as well as discussion with the company’s leaders. The inter-

views were conducted mostly in face-to-face, off-line conversational format, yet some of 

them are done online via video calls. The purpose of the individual interview was to reach 

customers personally to understand deeply their behaviors of off-line word-of-mouth 
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sharing. By conducting this interview session with the company’s customers, the re-

searcher can gain a holistic view of how customers react with the company’s operation, 

thereby being able to compare, analyze, and generate an appropriate development plan 

for the case company. Besides, the group interview and discussion with the company’s 

leaders were done to observe the context of off-line word-of-mouth marketing from a busi-

ness perspective. Hence, it helps the case company review its strategies and improve the 

operation effectively. 

The interviews were conducted in the Vietnamese language, as the case company and its 

targeted customers are Vietnamese. Each interview session lasted for approximately thirty 

minutes to an hour, while the group interview with the company’s leaders took an hour. In 

both interview sessions, open-ended questions, unstructured questions, probing ques-

tions, and some close-ended questions were employed. Regarding ethical issues and pri-

vacy rights, customers’ private information is kept confidential, while on the other hand, 

the private data of the leaders of the company is published as agreed. The design and for-

mulation of empirical research are demonstrated in the table below. 
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Table 1 An overview of the design and formulation of empirical research 

Interview 

numbers 

Targeted inter-

viewees 
Methods Approaches Purposes 

1 
Twenty individual 

customers 

Structured 

and semi-

structured 

interviews 

Off-line 

Face-to-face 

Video calls 

Understand deeply 

customers’ behaviors 

in off-line word-of-

mouth sharing from 

the personal perspec-

tives 

2 
A group of the 

company’s leaders 

Structured 

and semi-

structured 

interviews 

Off-line 

Face-to-face 

Observe how the case 

company implement 

its off-line word-of-

mouth strategies to 

gain practical under-

standing in a business 

perspective and to 

help build a develop-

ment plan for the case 

company 

 

The table summarizes the interview sessions conducted in the empirical research together 

with their methods, approaches, targeted interviewees, and purposes. 
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5.3 Data collection 

This sub-chapter presents the information on the data collection phases of the thesis. The 

phases, together with its works, are demonstrated in table 2 below. 

Table 2 Demonstration of the data collection’s phases 

Phases Timeframe Works 

1 

March 2019  

–  

September 2019  

The project started but was 

then postponed 

2 

September 2019  

–  

Middle of March 2020 

Compile and gather the 

theoretical parts of the 

study 

3 Middle of March 2020 

Prepare interview sessions 

and develop ideas for the 

empirical parts of the study 

4 End of March 2020 

Conduct interview ses-

sions, progress to data 

analysis, and present the 

results 

 

Although the thesis was formed in March 2019, it was postponed until September 2019 

due to adjusting the author’s career plan. The work was restarted in September 2019 with 

initiating steps including clarifying the research purpose, research objectives, research 

questions, and finding the case company. The introduction part was written, while the the-

oretical part about key issues of the off-line word-of-mouth marketing was gathered and 

accomplished by the middle of March 2020. 

After gathering three chapters in the theoretical part of the thesis, ideas of conducting em-

pirical research were also prepared and developed. Since the middle of March 2020, the 

interview sessions were held and accomplished. The last steps were to analyze gathered 

data from the interview sessions and to generate the final results of the study. 
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The interview sessions consist of individual interviews with twenty customers conducted 

separately and the group interview with the case company’s leaders. Customers’ contact 

information is collected with the case company’s permission. With the list of 200 custom-

ers chosen randomly by the company, the author can contact twenty available customers 

and progress to conduct individual interview sessions with them. The interview sessions 

are conducted in the case company’s private room with a relevant context and a comforta-

ble environment. Some of the individual interview sessions are conducted online via video 

calls as a requirement of the interviewees due to the outbreak of the novel COVID-19 pan-

demic. Each interview session lasts for approximately thirty minutes on average, yet some 

of them last for less than thirty minutes. Besides, the group interview session with the 

case company’s leaders is arranged in advance and is executed in the meeting room pro-

fessionally for around an hour. Data gathered from the interviews are enough and valid for 

the analysis step, which is presented in the next chapter together with the research’s re-

sults. 

 

5.4 Data analysis 

This sub-chapter analyzes the data gathered from the empirical research, and the results 

of the interview sessions are presented. There are two interview sessions conducted in-

cluding individual interviews with twenty private customers and a group interview with the 

company’s leaders. First, the former’s data is reported and analyzed. Then, the latter’s 

data is processed. 

Individual interview sessions 

As twenty customers participated in the interviews, there were twenty private interview 

sessions conducted. Each question of the 10 major questions in the interview guide pre-

sented in the Appendices section had different purposes. The first question was to know 

when the participants first reach the company’s course and to understand why they ac-

cess it. The second question revealed how the customers’ feelings are towards the com-

pany’s course. Then, the third and the fourth question were close-ended bearing features 

of the quantitative method, and their purpose was to measure the degree of the partici-

pants’ off-line word-of-mouth spreading. The fifth question discovered the psychological 

motivations that urged the interviewees to spread word-of-mouth messages to their rela-

tionship networks. This question was conducted to deeply understand why customers be-

have in that way and understand their hidden drivers. The sixth question clarified custom-

ers’ benefits or values received from the course, thereby assessing the relation between 
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these benefits and the off-line word-of-mouth sharing. The seventh question went deeper 

into the interviewees’ psychology of sharing, as it discovered how they feel when sharing 

the word-of-mouth messages, thereby evaluating the influence of emotions on the degree 

of off-line word-of-mouth sharing. The eighth question sought customers’ motivations of 

returning to experience the company’s course for further spreading. The ninth question 

measured the scope of the off-line word-of-mouth spreading of each customer. In other 

words, it showed how the structure of their word-of-mouth sharing systems were, whether 

they had F2, F3, F4, whether these downlines continued to spread the word-of-mouth 

message, and how large the entire systems were. The last question invited the partici-

pants to contribute to the process of helping the case company improve its off-line word-

of-mouth marketing strategies, thereby developing its business. During the interviews, 

several probing questions and unstructured questions were triggered to gain deeper in-

sights into the topic. 

Before analyzing data and generating assessments, the major content of each interview 

session is described and reported to gain in-depth qualitative data. After that, a cross-

analysis, measurement, and assessment among the data are processed; then, the conclu-

sion is generated. Now, the process is reported as follows. 

Interviewee 01: 

The interviewee first attended the course Enhance Self Value – Upgrade Relationships in 

June 2019. Gaining the realization of inner peace and feeling peaceful, which were the 

most significant values received from the course, he actively shared the course with 15 

people in his relationship network throughout half of the year 2019. The motivations be-

hind that urged him to share and to recommend the course to others were that he wanted 

to show off how he changed his life through the course, together with helping his relation-

ships solve their issues. When sharing, he felt appreciated, excited, and was urging his 

friends to join the course. The interviewee stated that he would come to the company’s 

course several times to re-learn, as he wanted to continuously upgrade himself through 

the contexts of the course. Among 15 people being shared in the network, 5 people posi-

tively reacted to the interviewee’s recommendation. However, these 5 people continued to 

share with 6 other people. To help broaden the word-of-mouth effectiveness of the course, 

the interviewee recommends the company to enhance customers’ satisfaction by upgrad-

ing the support team. The first interview lasted for 30 minutes. 

Interviewee 02: 

The interviewee joined the course in July 2017 as being recommended by a friend, who 

was also another learner. When being asked about the feelings about the course, he 
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expressed that this course’s environment made him feel like a family, and he loved it. Re-

garding the content, the course helped him release his arrogance through a metaphor of a 

pouring pot. He stated that to pour water into a pot, a pot must be in a lower position, and 

this metaphor awakened his characteristic of humbleness. This was a valuable break-

through in his life for years, so he appreciated that moment of change. As a result, he 

shared the course with 10 friends in which 4 of them positively accepted his recommenda-

tion to come to the course. The inner motivation of sharing was to help others develop 

themselves and to receive valuable insights from the course. He stated that these insights 

are essential for everyone, and also wanted to come back to continuously upgrade him-

self. Despite positively sharing with others, he has not had any downlines of sharing due 

to a lack of conversations. To help the company improve its business, the interviewee 

suggests the company building a bigger auditorium to attract more people. The second in-

terview lasted for 22 minutes. 

Interviewee 03: 

The interviewee participated in the course in August 2017 due to a recommendation of a 

friend. The first attendance did not impress him much, as reported. However, later he be-

came understanding deeper the lessons learned from the course, especially the life root 

cause formula which re-shaped his mind of some life’s facets that he was struggling with. 

Therefore, he passionately shared with 10 more people about what he had experienced 

with enthusiastic energy. Among these audiences, 4 out of 10 agreed to join the course 

when it would be held. He told the interviewer that he wanted to share with other friends 

because he wished them to receive the benefits as he did. Despite having no downline in 

the sharing network system, the interviewee confirmed to come back to the course to 

keep changing his mindset and to help more people reach the course. He wished the 

course to be held more regularly, which was also his feedback of contribution. The third 

interview lasted for 17 minutes. 

Interviewee 04: 

The interviewee joined the course in October 2019 thanks to coincidently hearing about 

the value of the course from a doctor who treated her suffering back diseases. She was 

curious about how come the course could influence such an insightful doctor, therefore 

she decided to sign in. After attending the course, she was surprised and attracted by al-

most everything in the course, from the speaker (simple but attracted, as she said), the 

support team (enthusiastic and professional, as she assessed), to the sound (embracing 

and surrounding, as she uttered). She was also impressed by the unique context that was 

different from all the other courses she had ever experienced. She said that the context of 
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the course harmonized all generations coming together to learn at the same time such as 

parents, grandparents, children, nephews, aunts, and uncles. Everyone from the lineage 

could join together to learn to change their lives. Thanks to that special educational con-

text, she gathered a multitude of valuable lessons about a deeper understanding of her-

self. She was able to discover the key to solve all of her issues, so she appreciated the 

course’s mindsets that were simple, valuable, and essential for everyone. Therefore, she 

naturally shared the precious course with 15 people in her relationship network. At this 

point, she mentioned a concept named schematic of generational (F0, F1, F2) in multi-

level transmission. She explained that F0 was the initial seed, then F0 spread to its down-

lines called F1, and F1 continued to transmit to its lower level called F2, and the down-

lines continued to create their lower generations called F3, F4, F5, etc. She had 7 F1, and 

this F1 kept sharing the message with their relationships, yet it was not effective due to 

their lack of influential power. When sharing the course with others, she felt energetic, 

passionate, concentrated, strongly emotionally, and repeated the key points many times. 

She believed that this repetition would be a good method in word-of-mouth sharing, and 

this would be also her contribution to the company to improve its word-of-mouth marketing 

campaign. She also suggested the company conducting more coaching sessions with the 

former learners and their F1 to understand their internal thoughts, their emotions, their 

motivations of sharing, and to help them release barriers preventing them from sharing the 

values with others. The fourth interview lasted for 38 minutes. 

Interviewee 05: 

The interviewee joined the course in November 2016 because the teacher asked him to 

join. He felt that this course was a place where he could charge energy when his life fluc-

tuated, and whenever he felt down, he had always been recapped by the lessons pro-

vided in the course. Generally, he had a feeling of simple happiness when talking about 

the course. Since 2016, he received valuable lessons such as the laws of life, the rules, 

the principles, the formulas, the methods, the mindsets operating the current life. As he 

realized that he and his later generations could save 20 – 30 years of experience from 

suffering in lives when attending the course, he shared it with other people that he knew. 

However, he had only shared the course with 7 people for 4 years. At this point, an un-

structured question was triggered to understand deeply the interviewee’s hidden space. 

The question was “What prevented you from sharing the course with others?”. The inter-

viewer discovered that the interviewee had an internal conflict among the values he had 

and the course’s values. That was the reason why he only shared with 7 people for 4 

years, and only 3 of them agreed to come to the course. What is more, none of his deeper 

downlines was found, as the F1 level stopped the sharing work. This could be perceived 
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that the internal state of a person significantly affected his power of word-of-mouth mes-

sage. One could not confidently share something if he or she does not truly believe in it. 

The fifth interview lasted for 58 minutes. 

Interviewee 06: 

The interviewee took part in the course in February 2019 thanks to an invitation to her 

business leader. Witnessing a wide range of special insights that she had never heard be-

fore, she was impressed and attracted. One of the biggest lessons learned from the 

course was the life root cause formula, which made everyone surprised when being 

shared by the interviewee. Together with the life root cause formula, the six great blessing 

life was also a big lesson that the interviewee chose to share with more than 40 people in 

her relationship network. A quarter of the total amount of people shared by the interviewee 

accepted the recommendation. Moreover, these people passionately shared the course 

with their sidelines in their business. It was estimated that each person shared with 15 

new people in the whole year 2019, and each of them returns to the course by three 

times, which meant this would be a tremendous number of people being shared as a 

whole, and it would be a very effective off-line word-of-mouth spreading. The major moti-

vation that drove the interviewee to share with her downlines was to provide others an op-

portunity to make a life-changing breakthrough as she did. In this interview, there was an 

unstructured question generated to understand deeply why that off-line word-of-mouth 

sharing system was so effective. The result was that the interviewee told his downlines 

about the teacher of the course appreciatively, and these downlines come together to 

learn, then they also appreciated and respected the teacher. Therefore, they respectfully 

shared the message to all people in their relationship network. The interviewee recom-

mended the company to hold the course with more frequency and try to customize each 

customer for further understanding them. The interview lasted for 21 minutes. 

Interviewee 07: 

The interviewee curiously participated in the course in March 2018 thanks to a sharing 

conversation with a friend. Generally, she felt that everything in the course was new, 

fresh, and the organizing method was different from other courses, while people were 

friendly, loved, and heartful. After learning from the course, she felt that she became more 

matured in relationships. So, she wanted to share with others to help them receive values 

as she did. When sharing the message with others, she was grateful and appreciated 

what she had learned. Also, she was joyful, eased, and proud of the course. Thanks to 

these positive energy states, she shared the course with 16 people and 9 of them posi-

tively reacted to her message. She realized that her downlines continued to share the 
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course but with a little frequency. Therefore, she thought that she might bring them, to-

gether with her, to come back to the course to study as a team to help them share in a 

better way. The interviewee suggested the company to increase the scope of the course 

to make it broader and more widespread. The interview lasted for 28 minutes. 

Interviewee 08: 

The interviewee involved in the course in October 2017 thanks to the recommendation of 

a friend. The interview stated that although he had been going around the world to study 

self-development courses for the past 20 years, he had been impressed by the teacher 

and by the whole course due to its truthfulness. He realized the true value of the course 

that could help transform people’s lives into the root cause and could not be expressed via 

words. He stated that the valuable insights made people come back to their internal 

states, thereby reducing the blaming, the anger, and the sadness so that they could en-

hance their self-values and achieve a fulfilling life. As it was precious, he wanted others to 

gain it, to absorb it, and to use it in their lives. So, he unremittingly shared and recom-

mended the course to more than 210 people in his network in which 156 people positively 

reacted to the word-of-mouth message. This would be a significant number of people in 

the off-line word-of-mouth system. Moreover, these 156 people had deeper downlines 

reaching F7 and these levels were naturally pervasive. An unstructured question was 

asked to deal with the significance of this abnormal yet surprising circumstance. When be-

ing asked what the secret behind the off-line word-of-mouth spreading was, the inter-

viewee revealed that he directed the feeling of care to the audiences to see what they 

were struggling with, listened to the most of the time deliberately, made the vague ideas 

clear, and told them about the benefits in the course that they needed to gain to handle 

the issues. By following these ways, people received the solutions for what they were fac-

ing, therefore they accepted to take the opportunity to join the course. Regarding the way 

for the company to improve its business through word-of-mouth spreading strategies, the 

interviewee promoted a strategy in which the company needed to support each learner to 

deeply understand the lessons, experience them in reality, gain significantly visible break-

throughs, thereby sharing actively and widespread. The interview lasted for 34 minutes. 

Interviewee 09: 

The interviewee started to join the course in December 2017 through a request of a close 

friend. Generally, she felt eased and released after attending the course. She had a feel-

ing that everything would be simple and could be solved, regardless of its difficulty. She 

felt confident, appreciated, and grateful when sharing her most valuable lessons in the 

course with 30 of her friends in her relationship network. The reason why she actively 
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shared the message was that she cared for her friends when witnessing their struggles 

with difficulties in their lives, and she wanted to help them overcome all problems via at-

tending the course. There were 16 respondents of the word-of-mouth sharing conversa-

tions, but the interviewee could not measure how her friends shared the course with other 

people. She had a strong motivation to return to the course to gain further insights, and 

most importantly to contribute back to the course, as she owed it a debt of gratitude. The 

methods that she suggested the company were to care for learners, to take care of them, 

and to see how they changed, how they understood, how they felt, thereby understanding 

them insightfully. The interview lasted for 19 minutes. 

Interviewee 10: 

The interviewee joined the course in January 2016 with a recommendation to study for his 

business. Regarding the course, he stated that this was a place to provide values helping 

people have better growth, not only in their business but also in their personal lives. The 

environment in the course was closed, practical, and truthful without any advertisements 

like in other self-development courses. He expressed, with a huge hope and belief, that 

this was where he could find his path. Receiving precious values, he directly shared the 

course with over 100 people in his circle of influence, and surprisingly that nearly a hun-

dred percent of those whom he shared with accepted his recommendation. These F1 in-

cessantly made the message widespread into more than 50 F4. When asking about the 

emotional state during the conversations, he admitted that he was excited, eager at first, 

but then became gentle, firmed, grateful, and more practical. This was described as his 

key to having such a strong influence. The major motivation that drove his behavior was 

that he wanted to bring these values to people's lives. To answer the question “How come 

you are so influential like that?”, the interviewee revealed that the key point was to have 

real experiences and real changes in a positive way after attending the course. When 

people saw the visible changes with good results linking to their needs, they would believe 

what he said and accepted the word-of-mouth message. The interviewee provided a sug-

gestion for the case company to improve its word-of-mouth strategies that the company 

should filter, measure the changing result of learners, and observe the learners’ path to 

see the quality of learners’ lives in several aspects such as internal state and external 

physical achievements. The interview lasted for 36 minutes. 

Interviewee 11: 

The interviewee participated in the course in November 2018 with interviewees number 

12, 13, 14, 15, 16, and 17. They joined the course as a group of friends and came be-

cause of a recommendation from a teacher. The interviewee 11 felt that this course was a 
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big milestone for her life as she was able to direct the right path for her career. She usu-

ally felt touched and moved by the contexts in the course. The biggest values gained from 

the course were the readiness for forming sustainable relationships with anyone, the love 

for people surrounding, the gratitude towards her parents and family, the ability to control 

her emotions, and the formula to have a fulfilled life. Immersing in deep gratitude towards 

the teacher and the course, she joyfully and peacefully spread the values of the course to 

a wide range of her relationships. It was recorded that there were 7 Korean friends 

reached, 14 Finnish friends accepted, and more than 20 Vietnamese friends loved the 

message she shared. Her Korean friends spread the values they received in the commu-

nity where they lived, while some of the Vietnamese friends chose several values from the 

course as their main topics when presenting and discussing in front of events. This special 

widespread showed a possible vision of spreading the course internationally in the future, 

as more and more foreigners received the values of the original course. The motivation 

behind the interviewee’s active behaviors was that she loved her friends and people sur-

rounding here, so she wanted the best for all of them, by all means. This urged her to per-

severingly spread the core values of the course to her relationship networks across the 

world. When sharing the values, she felt natural and grateful because they became her 

daily topics when involving in conversations with people. To help the company improve its 

word-of-mouth strategies, the interviewee believed that focusing on the emotional aspect, 

especially the truthfulness and the gratefulness, would be the key to make anything wide-

spread. The interview lasted for 35 minutes. 

Interviewee 12: 

Joining with the interviewee 11 at the same time, the interviewee 12 felt eased, released, 

mixing with the feeling of fortunate, privileged, and gratefulness. Attending the course, she 

understood the importance of the mindsets in self-value and relationships. Besides, she 

would not strive for merely money, physical things as before; instead, she worked for 

meaningful targets. She also understood the life root cause formula and became gentle, 

not blaming for whatever unlucky came to her life, thereby changing the internal state of 

emotion in facing issues in her life later. As she felt the values of the course clearly, she 

shared them with 12 people whom she felt they needed, and 9 of them received the mes-

sage with thanks. When she shared the values, she felt touched, grateful for what she had 

learned in the course. She would come back to the course later for further developing her-

self and for contributing to the course. A suggestion was promoted that it would be neces-

sary to hold the course in a more customized place with an appropriate number of learn-

ers (30 – 40 learners per course) to receive an optimal result. The interview lasted for 44 

minutes. 
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Interviewee 13: 

The interviewee joined the course in November 2018. Generally, she felt that it was a long 

journey when learning, but changing fast after that, and had the feeling of releasing. 

Knowing what she wanted to achieve in her life, the interviewee felt no more fear and 

knew what to prioritize, thereby making a decision exactly and appropriately. As the inter-

viewee received true values of the course, she enthusiastically shared with 9 people in her 

relationships. While 8 of them positively reacted to the message, some downlines contin-

ued to spread the value of the course to 3 more people. However, when sharing with 

those who were not closed, she felt stressful, distanced, and uneased. The distance be-

tween the interviewee and her audience determined how excitedly she spread the mes-

sage. Nevertheless, with the urge of wanting to help people change their lives, she over-

came the negative emotions to trigger word-of-mouth messages. To improve customers’ 

satisfaction and help spur off-line word-of-line messages, the interviewee recommended 

the company to solve the comfort issues of learners such as space, resting time, traveling 

time, parking lot, and catering issues. The interview lasted for 20 minutes. 

Interviewee 14: 

The interviewee joined the course in November 2018 thanks to a recommendation of a 

brother. She expressed that any problems in her life were handled when attending the 

course. Regarding the emotions, she felt believed, privileged, and confident. The most 

significant lessons learned from the course were that she knew what she wanted to 

achieve, was aware of how to maintain relationships, understood the importance of focus-

ing on people in life, appreciating and respecting relationships. When sharing these val-

ues with others, she felt hopeful and excitedly wanted them to come. The inner motiva-

tions that drove her were that she felt these values were essential for anyone and they 

needed to possess these mindsets. Therefore, she passionately shared with 9 people in 

her relationship network; 6 out of them positively reacted to message and continued made 

the course widespread reaching 10 other people. She suggested the company increasing 

the return rate of learners, so they would be more enlightened, would receive more val-

ues, thereby sharing more. The interview lasted for 36 minutes. 

Interviewee 15: 

The interviewee curiously signed in the course in November 2018 thanks to the recom-

mendation of a friend of his friend. Generally, he felt positive, moved, touched, and be-

lieved. Attending the course, the interviewee absorbed mindsets that change his life’s per-

spectives, and he also upgraded relationships with other people in the course, formed 

more closed friendships. Feeling enlightened, the interviewee wanted his relationships to 
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have the same feeling as he did and wanted to help them change their lives in a positive 

direction. This urged him to passionately share the values of the course with 10 people in 

his network. There were 3 people reacted positively to his sharing and continued to share 

the course with 2 more people. The interviewee planned to return to the course to alert 

himself and to review the path he has gone for further development. He suggested the 

company helping people realize the importance of what learners experienced, therefore 

they would naturally make the course widespread. The interview lasted for 25 minutes. 

Interviewee 16: 

The interview participated in the course with her friends mentioned above in November 

2018. Overall, the interviewee had a positive feeling and image of the course. She de-

scribed it as a joyful environment and that it was a place where she could leave everything 

behind when attending without distracting. She expressed loved emotion to the speaker 

and people in the course, as they helped her heal her internal state of mind holding her for 

years. The most significant values gained from the course were that she understood that 

customers in her business would be her friends, not merely buy and sell relationships, 

also she felt confident and courageous to take action. With the feeling of passion urging 

her, she enthusiastically shared the course with over 20 people in her relationship net-

work, both business and private relationships. There were 14 people out of them enjoying 

her messages and wanted to join with her in later courses. To help enhance the custom-

ers’ satisfaction, the interviewee suggested the company to end the course’s schedule 

sooner to avoid customers’ unease. Besides, increasing the interaction with the speaker 

to enhance insightful experiences would be a good method. The interview lasted for 45 

minutes. 

Interviewee 17: 

The interviewee joined the course in December 2017 due to a recommendation from a 

friend. Attending the course, the interviewee felt understood himself, passionate, and ma-

tured days by days. He was aware of his human nature and discovered his inner peace, 

which was very valuable to him. Therefore, he wanted to help his friends and other people 

to receive such values by recommending the course continuously. He shared with 6 major 

people in his life until now and created a downline system of more than 9 F2. He wanted 

to come back to the course to gain a deeper understanding of himself and surrounding 

things. The interviewee recommended the company to focus more on the part of Upgrade 

Relationships to have better word-of-mouth spreading. Besides, upgrading the profession-

ality of the support team, upgrading the quality of facilities with better services and parking 
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lots would be a considerable solution for developing the company’s business. The inter-

view lasted for 21 minutes. 

Interviewee 18: 

The interviewee joined the course in September 2017 due to an invitation of her son, who 

was also a previous learner attending the course. First, she felt that the course was non-

sense, but after that, she realized that it was very valuable because what she had known 

before was not correct. Being a retired woman with more than 60 years of life experi-

ences, she paid painful experiences in marriage and children raising, together with issues 

in her relationships. However, all the tough emotional events lasting in her memory were 

dissolved due to the changing mindsets course. She valued that course as it was not only 

suitable for the youth, but also the elderly. She uttered that it would have been better for 

her if she had known these mindsets since she was young. Therefore, she wished to 

make to course widespread to as many people in her relationship network as possible to 

receive such valuable content. With this motivation, she unremittingly spread the values of 

the course to more than 50 people. There were approximately 30 of them feeling touched 

with what she expressed, and they continued to spread it to their relationships, which had 

not been measured yet. She committed to returning to the course to study more to gain in-

depth understandings of issues she faced in her life and to help other people grow as she 

did. She simply suggested the company to open more courses with a higher frequency to 

increase the degree of off-line word-of-mouth spreading. The interview lasted for 27 

minutes. 

Interviewee 19: 

The interviewee participated in the course in September 2018 because of her husband’s 

recommendation. The lady felt released and gentle after going through the course’s 

schedule. She learned the way to control her emotions and understood the core of where 

the emotions came from. That was significant to her, as she suffered from the emotional 

chaos disorder for years. Receiving this valuable core, she was happily sharing with 4 of 

her friends to help them overcome life’s issues. Although none of them attended the 

course, they promised to join when the course would be held next time. The interviewee 

wanted to re-learn the course to understand deeper mindsets that help her life become re-

leased. For a development suggestion, the interviewee recommended the company to 

support learners attain what they wanted to achieve. When learners achieved outstanding 

results, they would go and share these achievements with others, thereby helping the 

course be widespread. The interview lasted for 15 minutes. 

Interviewee 20: 
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The interviewee participated in the course in June 2017, as the word-of-mouth sharing 

message of the teacher activated his needs to change his life. The interviewee felt that the 

course was abnormal in a positive way. He said with contemplation that the course was so 

special, eased, with a gentle flow, and employed internal energy state rather than pushing 

external energy to learners. The interviewee was touched by values received from the 

course such as the life root cause formula, the self-identification, Zen Zong intertwining, 

and the formula of enhancing one’s self-values. He appreciated the course and expressed 

that energy state of appreciation when sharing the values of the course with other people 

in his relationship network. There were 49 people being reached, and 44 of them agreed 

to come and to join the course. These 44 people established a sharing system network of 

a wide range of F3, F4, F5 who continuously shared the course with their relationships 

due to the values they received when attending the course. Regarding a solution for the 

company to improve its off-line word-of-mouth spreading strategies, the interviewee sug-

gested the company conducting deep conversations with learners afterward to help them 

solve their problems and to release them from what held them back. In this way, there 

would be released, eased, free, and joyful, so they would naturally share the word-of-

mouth message widespread. The interview lasted for 41 minutes. 

 

The data gathered from twenty individual interview sessions is reported above. Now, the 

cross-analysis and assessment are conducted to gain in-depth insights as well as to gen-

erate possible conclusions of the result. 

For the question number 1, which is “what was the first time you participated in the course 

Enhance Self Value – Upgrade Relationships and how was that context?”, the result 

shows that 40% of the respondents attended the course in 2018, 35% of them participated 

in 2017, which account for the majority of the course’s first attending timeline, while only 

15% and 10% of the respondents joined the course in 2019 and 2016 respectively. This 

reveals that when the course was held in the first years, there were not many people at-

tending, but the number of leaners rocketed during the year 2017 and 2018, showing that 

the course is in the progress of thriving. The company could observe this statistic to visu-

alize the development progress line. The data is demonstrated in figure 8 below. 



50 

 

Figure 8 The number of learners interviewed when attending the company’s course 

 

Regarding the context showing why learners joined the course, 75% of the respondent 

joined the course thanks to recommendations from their relationships, while 15% of the 

respondent accepted the course as an invitation of their friends, and the rest 10% of the 

respondent was required to join the course. Among the three reasons stimulating learners 

to join the course including recommendations, invitations, and requests, the recommenda-

tions dominate the majority. This could lead to the further observation of how the power of 

recommendation is. The data is illustrated in figure 9 below. 
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Figure 9 The contexts and reasons why learners joined the course 

 

For question number 2, most of the respondents expressed positive feelings about the 

company’s course. Several prominent emotions consist of happiness, ease, appreciating, 

touching, releasing, surprising, and gentleness. Specifically, it is noticed that those who 

have feelings of surprise and appreciation tend to generate a higher amount of word-of-

mouth spreading conversations. For instance, the interviewee number 06 shared with 40 

people; the interviewee number 08 spread the values of the course to more than 200 peo-

ple, and the interviewee number 10 promoted the course to more than 100 friends. On the 

other hand, the interviewee number 18 and number 20 enthusiastically talked about the 

course with their relationships in an appreciative manner, then triggered to reach 50 and 

49 respondents respectively. Besides, the feeling of receiving values also helps spread 

the message pervasively. The statistics of people reached, shared, and continuously 

shared, together with the degree of off-line word-of-mouth sharing of the course are pre-

sented in figure 10 below. 
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Figure 10 The degree of off-line word-of-mouth sharing of the course 

 

Also, figure 11 below presents the three most critical emotions that have a strong influ-

ence on the degree of off-line word-of-mouth spreading. 

 

Figure 11 The most three significant emotions affecting the level of the off-line word-of-

mouth spreading 
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With the data gathered from questions 3, 4, and 9, the result provides statistic quantitative 

data. By these numbers, the structure of the sharing network system of each individual 

can be demonstrated. Each individual has different kinds of sharing network systems, but 

there are only two ways of the structure including the vertical system and horizontal sys-

tem. While vertical system demonstrates a deep level of a system with much lower level 

downlines, the horizontal system shows a wide approach system with only sidelines (Wil-

liams 2018.) The examples of the structures can be seen below. 

 

 

Figure 12 The two kinds of the sharing network system 

For example, with the interviewee 01, 5 out of 15 people directly shared agreed to join the 

course, and these 5 people shared with 6 people with a lower level called downlines. 

Then, the structure of the sharing network can be demonstrated as follows. 
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Figure 13 The structure of the sharing network system of the interviewee 01 

 

This is a combination of both horizontal and vertical systems, which would be a potential 

system to make the course widespread by keep sharing vertically and horizontally. As can 

be seen clearly from the data gathered, the interviewee 02, 03, 04, 12, 16, and 19 have a 

horizontal system of sharing networks as they have no deeper downlines. None of the 

original vertical systems among the interviewee’s data is recorded. Generally, interview-

ees have a combination system as the interviewee 01. However, the scope of their sys-

tems varies and depends on how they share viral messages. Several tremendous sys-

tems can be observed such as the network system of the interviewee 08 with more than 

140 F1 and a wide range of F2, F3, F4 that have not been measured yet. The systems of 

the interviewee 06, 10, 11, 18 and 20 are potential for further widespread strategies. With 

each kind of network system, different kinds of the method can be established to help the 

interviewees improve their off-line word-of-mouth sharing system. For the horizontal sys-

tem, the interviewees have a wide range of direct downlines but no deeper lines. The rea-

son might be because they do not pay enough care for their direct downlines to help share 

the message, as suggested by the interviewee 04. Therefore, these downlines are not as 

influential as their uplines to make the message widespread. Hence, a solution is to follow 

the downlines to help them enhance their influences. On the other hand, for the vertical 

system, the key problem is the interviewee does not share with more people. To handle 

this issue, supporting the initiator of the message to release whatever holds him back from 

sharing is a good solution, as recommended by the interviewee 04. Besides, for the 
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combination of both vertical and horizontal types of system, keeping track and measuring 

the system continuously, together with supporting the downlines to solve their problems 

for them to achieve outstanding results outside of the course, are relevant methods to 

make the word-of-mouth spreading of the system thrive, as recommended by the inter-

viewee 10 and 19. The solutions for each type of sharing network systems are compiled in 

the table below.  

Table 3 Solutions for each type of sharing network systems 

Type of sharing net-

work systems 
Solutions 

Vertical system 
Support the initiator of the message to release what holds 

him back from sharing 

Horizontal system 
Follow the downlines to help them enhance their influ-

ences 

Combination 

Keep track and measure the system continuously 

Support the downlines to solve their problems for them to 

achieve outstanding results outside of the course 

 

Regarding the question number 5, which is to find out what motivations drive the inter-

viewees to spread the values of the course significantly, the entire respondents reveal that 

their major motivation urging them to make the course widespread is that they are helped 

to change their lives tremendously through true values of the course, so they merely want 

to help other people receive precious values as they did. Comparing to the insights found 

in the literature review in chapter 4, it is said that products that provide customers with val-

ues are targeted to be widespread (Gunbal 2011; Fallarme 2015; Grabowski 2020). The 

result of the empirical research validates the literature review.  

Concerning question number 6, it is discovered that every respondent has his or her own 

biggest values. As the values gained from the course transformed the respondents’ lives, 

they wanted to share and recommend these values to their relationship network tremen-

dously.  

Question number 7 deals with the interviewees’ energy state when sharing the viral mes-

sage. Almost all respondents shared the values of the course with a state of appreciation, 
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enthusiasm, and excitement. Positive energy states affect the effectiveness of the off-line 

word-of-mouth spreading, as discussed in question number 2 above. The interviewee 05, 

with inner conflict, could not share the values of the course smoothly, although he had at-

tended the course since 2016, meaning that he was the oldest registered man among the 

interviewees. The scope of his word-of-mouth sharing network was not large and it proved 

small effectiveness, as a result. 

Question number 8 surveys whether the learners return to the course and tries to under-

stand why they behave so. All respondents confirmed that they would come back to the 

course to study for many times because they realized the deeply insightful knowledge of 

the values taught in the course. Also, they wanted to come together with those whom they 

shared with the course to learn and to experience as a group. Besides, several respond-

ents would want to become a member of the support team of the course to contribute. 

These data show a possible vision that the course can be widespread in a larger scale in 

the future. 

The last question invites the respondents to contribute to the case company by helping it 

find ways to improve its off-line word-of-mouth spreading strategies for the targeted 

course. Several key points were mentioned including enhancing the customers’ satisfac-

tion during and after the time attending the course, upgrading the course’s support team 

and facilities, increasing the frequency of holding the course, and supporting the former 

learners. 

 

Group interview session 

While the previous interview session analyzed the off-line word-of-mouth spreading of the 

company’s product in the customer’s angle, this group interview session was carried out 

with the company’s leaders to observe the off-line word-of-mouth strategies in the busi-

ness’s angle. The leaders of the company consist of the founder & CEO and the head of 

the research and development department, whereas other leaders must return to their 

homes due to the outbreak of COVID-19. The group interview was conducted at the com-

pany’s headquarters in a meeting room. 

At the beginning of the interview, the company’s leaders were asked to give a brief review 

of the course’s original history to warm up. Also, several opportunities and threats at the 

beginning stages were pointed. After the step of creating rapport, the interviewer began to 

ask major questions. For the first question, which is “How do you think and feel about the 

course at the moment?”, the company’s founder & CEO expressed that he was proud of 
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the course and his dedicated team to support the course to be widespread. The founder & 

CEO, Toan Tran, is also the teacher, the speaker standing in the course’s stage. After 

learning from the gurus and masters in the self-development field all around the world, the 

founder & CEO experienced and compiled the insightful values to transmit to Vietnamese 

learners, who faced difficulties in approaching the insights from the global gurus due to 

lack of financial resources. Understanding deeply the values of the gurus’ insights, the 

speaker felt trusted and appreciated the course’s content when sharing with audiences. 

Since 2015, the course has been thriving with the mission to help 1,000,000 Vietnamese 

people transform their internal world, thereby being able to achieve a fulfilling life. He be-

lieved that the course had its unique values which would become a big shadow in the 

world in the future. Answering the second question, which is “What do customers say and 

feel about the course?”, the founder & CEO replied that customers generally said good 

comments about the course and created positive widespread among the community. The 

founder & CEO suggested the interviewer conducting interviews with the learners to gain 

practical data of customers’ feelings and comments, although the company had done 

these surveys quarterly. (Toan 2020.) 

Regarding the third question, which is “What strategies are you employing to boost the 

spreading of the course?”, and the fourth question as “What are the reasons that you de-

cide to choose such strategies?”, the head of R&D department, Phung Le, answered that 

the company focused on people and perceived people as the most significant factor to 

spread the course pervasively. The leader discussed that the company’s path would al-

ways concentrate on the influence of people, as they believed that only humans could 

bring all the good and bad things to our lives. People are the key receiver of all word-of-

mouth messages, and they determine whether a thing could be widespread or not. There-

fore, focusing on people is a lasting method that the company will ever follow to the end. 

The leader clarified that the word people here referred to any partners relating to the 

course. It could include staff, company’s members, the company’s partners, family mem-

bers’ staff, and especially the company’s customers, who are the learners. The company 

aimed at serving this group with the best services and perceived them as true friends. 

This was an uncommon mindset that the interviewer realized, as most of the business 

only dealt with its customers in a buy-sell relationship, not friendship or a closed relation-

ship. The founder & CEO stated his perception that a friend might not be our customer, 

but we have to make a customer be our friend. The interviewer found that due to this 

mindset, the whole company treated its customers, who were learners in this case, as 

their family members. Hence, several interviewees in the previous interview sessions felt 

closed and warm with the atmosphere like a family. The company’s leaders discussed that 
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thanks to these mindsets, the company believed that when they treated customers well 

and provided them values truthfully, customers would naturally make the course wide-

spread without urging or asking them to do such action. These are the company’s strate-

gies to boost the word-of-mouth spreading of its product. (Phung & Toan 2020.) 

Regarding the fifth question, which is “What is the level of off-line word-of-mouth spread-

ing of the course now?”, the head of R&D department assessed that the course would be 

currently in the level plus 3, which is relatively positive, according to the Silverman’s nine 

levels of word-of-mouth spreading (Silverman 2001, 41). The leader mentioned the 

knowledge of the marketing expert Silverman about his nine levels ranging from minus 4 

to plus 4 presented as follows (Silverman 2001, 39 – 44): 

• Minus 4: Public scandal 

• Minus 3: Product boycott 

• Minus 2: Customer’s unease 

• Minus 1: Customer’s complaining 

• Zero 0: Neutral  

• Plus 1: Say good things but not active 

• Plus 2: Passive raving when asked 

• Plus 3: Raving advocates spreading the values of a product 

• Plus 4: KOL’s target 

With level minus 4 to minus 1, the company’s course had not been evaluated negatively. 

Since the beginning, the learners positively assessed the course, which could be at the 

level of plus 1. However, the level of its word-of-mouth spreading has been upgrading to 

plus 2 and reaching plus 3 at the moment, as many learners and partners are advocating 

the course with a positive spreading conversation. The company is aiming at upgrading 

the course’s level of word-of-mouth to plus 4, where it is widely discussed by experts, key 

opinion leaders, and specialists. (Phung 2020.) 

Regarding the sixth question, which is “How many people do you reach and how many of 

them come to the course thanks to word-of-mouth campaigns?”, both the founder & CEO 

and the head of the R&D department discussed and provided estimated statistics of the 

number of learners. Since 2015, the course has approached more than 3,000 attendants, 

which dispersed into a monthly course providing around 50 slots for each course. All the 



59 

learners registered to the course thanks to recommendations from their network relation-

ships, as the company has not employed online marketing campaigns yet, only off-line 

word-of-mouth spreading strategies have been implemented. When being asked the rea-

son why the company decided to choose only off-line word-of-mouth approaches for the 

course rather than the online approach, the company’s leaders reasoned that the feature 

of the course was unique and its insightful values were inconceivable to transmit through 

online spreading strategies. The core product would be the gurus’ insights, which were 

hard to convey in words, and visible images of online marketing campaigns, even of tradi-

tional marketing that have features of advertisements. The company’s leaders argued that 

customers tend to resist to biased advertisements whose motivations would be to direct 

customers to purchase things, rather than truly helping them. Therefore, if using these 

types of marketing, the company’s product might encounter negative comments by cus-

tomers who have not learned and understood the values of the course. This might lead to 

a bad influential spreading among the community and might be plummeted into the level 

minus 3 or even minus 4 mentioned above. Hence, the off-line word-of-mouth marketing 

approach would be the optimal method for this typical product, an insightful course, as 

learners themselves would experience the core values of the course and they would natu-

rally share its values widespread to the community if these values were truly precious for 

them. Regarding the exact number of learners who were reached by recommendation, the 

company’s leaders acknowledged that the company still needed the effort to observe, an-

alyze, and measure the systems for further correct conclusions. (Phung & Toan 2020.) 

Regarding the last question, which is “What formula of word-of-mouth spreading have you 

developed and implemented?”, the company’s leaders revealed the key formula to boost 

the effectiveness of the off-line word-of-mouth spreading sustainably. Based on the mind-

set of focusing on people and relationships, as reported in the third question, the company 

concentrates on helping its customers solve all kinds of their issues through practical and 

valuable insights of the gurus, which was to provide the best services for customers. 

Among the most essential insights, there was a formula named Appretell. This method 

Appretelll is defined to repeat and retell what the others have done to us, or what benefits 

something brings to us, with the attitude of appreciation and gratefulness (Chen 2019). 

This novel but ancient method is presented in an unpublished book named The Appretell 

by a guru in the self-development field (Chen 2019). The company’s founder & CEO ex-

plained the formula that when using this method in conversations, the teller talks to other 

people about someone or something that helps him, brings values to him, or do something 

good to him, with the attitude of appreciation and gratefulness, and repeats the message 

several times naturally when possible. Only those who are truly grateful and appreciate 
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others can use this method. For those who employ this method with the motive of sales or 

persuading others to act as they want, which is to say not pure motive, they can never use 

it, and audiences who receive the message would never accept the message. As the 

company wants to truly help its customers change their lives, they begin to purify custom-

ers’ internal world, thereby bringing out the most goodness inside them and helping them 

achieve their outcomes. During this process, the nature of appreciation and gratefulness 

inside customers manifest. They would naturally tell about their received values appreciat-

ingly without forcing them to act. The course itself will be known among the community 

without calculating strategies to urge it widespread. All in all, the company believes that 

the goodwill will be widespread sustainably without intentionally boosting it. That is the key 

formula that the company’s leaders revealed. (Phung & Toan 2020.) 

 

Data analysis conclusion 

In conclusion, the interview sessions achieved their purpose that is to gain in-depth under-

standings of the customers’ angle and the business’s angle about the topic relating to the 

off-line word-of-mouth spreading. The customers’ internal drivers, urging motivation of 

sharing, psychological aspects when sharing, together with the degree of their network 

sharing systems, are discovered. Besides, analysis and measurement of the company, to-

gether with its key strategies and formulas, are revealed by the company’s leaders. By 

gaining this in-depth data in multiple facets, an appropriate development plan for the case 

company is generated and is presented in the next chapter. 
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6 DEVELOPMENT PLAN 

This chapter provides a development plan established for the case company. The devel-

opment plan is generated based on three foundations including data gathered from the 

case company’s customers, data gathered by the case company’s leaders, and some of 

the knowledge provided in the literature review. 

First, data gathered from interview sessions with the case company’s customers are used 

to generate feasible improving plans for the case company. Data shows that customers 

actively share the values of the company’s course because it provides them with such 

precious values that help transform their lives. With the motive of helping other people 

gain values as they did, customers passionately make the course widespread. Hence, the 

case company should focus more on continuously providing customers with practical val-

ues, even better than before, to keep the off-line word-of-mouth spreading sustainably. 

Also, focusing on holding more individual coaching sessions or group coaching sessions 

is a relevant plan to take care of former customers and to help them solve hidden issues 

that have prevented them from sharing naturally. Widening an existing community of 

members of the course is also a good solution to keep track of customers’ progress of 

thriving. In this way, not only can the case company observe its customers help them, but 

the company can also measure how large customers’ systems of sharing networks are, 

thereby generating relevant solutions for each system. The last solution for the case com-

pany in the customer’s perspectives is that the company needs to enhance customers’ 

satisfaction level by upgrading facilities, support teams, increasing the frequency of the 

course, and improving relating services such as parking lots, travel time, resting time, and 

resting places. 

Second, data gathered from the group interview with the case company’s leaders are em-

ployed to compile and to generate relevant improving plans for the case company. To 

boost the level of off-line word-of-mouth spreading of the course, the case company must 

keep its energy state towards its core product, which is the valuable course. Trust and 

pride are two most important emotional states that each member of the company, regard-

less of their title and position, must have to be the core to spread the values of the course 

sustainably and globally. On the other hand, transmitting the formula of The Appretell 

method to every member of the company as well as every learner when coming to the 

course is a crucial step to burn the core fire of off-line word-of-mouth spreading machine. 

When everyone understands the formula of The Appretell and applies it naturally in their 

daily lives, it not only helps them thrive but also spurs the spreading of the course virally. 
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Third, as the literature review suggested, the visibility of a product is important to deter-

mine whether it is widespread. Therefore, increasing the visibility or accessibility of the 

course via a wide range of other channels could be a possible approach that the company 

should consider. The case company can also employ the six steps model provided in 

chapter 4 to help implement a more effectively word-of-mouth marketing campaign, espe-

cially with the help of the KOL’s sharing messages. The table below shows the develop-

ment plan and solutions for the case company. 

 

Table 4 Solutions and the development plan for the case company 

Perspective Suggestion Action 

Customer 

Offer values 
Continuously provide customers with 

practical values 

Better customer ser-

vices afterward 

Hold individual coaching sessions or 

group coaching sessions. 

Take care of custom-

ers after the course 

Widen the existing community and 

keep track of customers’ life quality 

changing after the course 

Measure the scope of 

off-line word-of-mouth 

spreading 

Observe and measure the community 

Enhance customers’ 

satisfaction 

Upgrade facilities, support teams, in-

creasing the frequency of the course, 

and improve relating services 

Company’s leaders 

Focus on team mem-

bers 

Maintain the energy state of trust and 

pride towards the course 

Transfer the unknown 

formula 

Transmit the formula of The Appretell 

method to every member of the com-

pany as well as every learner when 

coming to the course 
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Literature review 

Enhance the product’s 

visibility 

Widespread through multiple chan-

nels together with off-line word-of-

mouth conversations 

Apply the six steps 

model 

Contact KOLs and provide values to 

them 

 

The solutions for the case company to boost its product’s level of off-line word-of-mouth 

spreading, thereby improving its business operation, are compiled and presented in the 

table above. 
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7 CONCLUSION 

This chapter concludes the study and shows key findings gathered from the research. 

First, the answers to all research questions and sub-questions are reported. Then, the 

validity and reliability of the research are discussed. After that, suggestions for further 

research are generated. 

7.1 Answers for Research Questions 

The study aims at providing readers with in-depth understandings of the off-line word-of-

mouth marketing and at supporting the case company with a development plan. The main 

research question is: How should the case company apply off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing in deeper levels to improve its business operation?. To answer this question, 

several sub-questions are formed and their answers are presented first. 

What is off-line word-of-mouth marketing? 

Word-of-mouth marketing is defined as the act of sharing statements based on customers’ 

experiences about a product, a service, or a company. It is a method of communication 

among noncommercial parties to make the subject being discussed become widespread. 

Unlike viral marketing, which significantly increases the scale of messages reaching loads 

of people simultaneously thanks to the help of the Internet and technologies, the off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing concept generally refers to verbal communications conducted 

off-line between one person and another person, or among a group of people. The term is 

also understood as the act of sharing information among people about a specific subject 

through conversations, thereby making it widespread within a community. 

What are the key issues of off-line word-of-mouth marketing? 

The key issues of the off-line word-of-mouth marketing discovered in the study include the 

impact of off-line word-of-mouth marketing, the drivers of off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing, and the six steps model. First, the off-line word-of-mouth marketing manifests 

its importance in a business as it has strong influences on a business’s brand, sales, and 

customer relationships. It causes both positive and negative impacts on how a company’s 

brand is identified, on determining whether a business’s sales can rocket or plummet, and 

on how sustainable a company’s relationships with customers are established and 

maintained. Second, the off-line word-of-mouth marketing is operated due to essential 

drivers run beneath including product characteristics, visibility, and psychological factors. 

To be widespread, products need to be interesting or to provide customers with benefits 

or values. Also, increasing a product’s visibility or accessibility is a crucial action to make it 
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widespread. Besides, psychological factors play an important role in spurring off-line 

word-of-mouth marketing, and the factors consist of emotional factors, functional factors, 

and social factors. The emotional factor is proved to have the strongest impact on the 

level of off-line word-of-mouth marketing. Third, the six steps model provides a company 

with a tool to develop an effective off-line word-of-mouth marketing campaign. 

What off-line word-of-mouth implementations and strategies has the case company 

currently applied in its business? 

The case company has implemented several key off-line word-of-mouth strategies in its 

business including focusing significantly on people, providing its relating people with the 

best care and services, and perceiving customers as friends. Relating people of the case 

company refers to its customers, who are also learners, business partners, members and 

staff, staff family members, and the community. It can be observed that the case company 

executes people-centered implementations as the mainstream strategy in its business. 

How should the case company apply off-line word-of-mouth marketing in deeper 

levels to improve its business operation? 

The answer to this thesis question is presented in chapter 6 with a development plan. 

With the help of three perspectives comprising customers’ perspectives, company leaders’ 

perspectives, and insights extracted from the literature review, the case company should 

apply both already-employed strategies and newly-generated strategies. Overall, several 

actions that the case company should take include continuously provide customers with 

practical values; hold individual coaching sessions or group coaching sessions; widen the 

existing community and keep track on customers’ life quality changing after the course; 

observe and measure the community; upgrade facilities, support teams, increasing the 

frequency of the course, and improve relating services; maintain the energy state of trust 

and pride towards the course; transmit the formula of The Appretell method to every mem-

ber of the company as well as every learner when coming to the course; widespread 

through multiple channels together with off-line word-of-mouth conversations, and contact 

KOLs and provide values to them. In general, all answers and key findings are compiled 

and demonstrated in the following table. 
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Table 5 Answers and key findings 

Questions and sub-

questions 
Answers and key findings 

What is off-line word-of-

mouth marketing? 

❖ Verbal communications conducted off-line between 

one person and another person, or among a group of 

people. 

❖ The act of sharing information among people about a 

specific subject through conversations, thereby 

making it widespread within a community. 

What are the key issues 

of off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing? 

❖ The impact of off-line word-of-mouth marketing on 

brands, sales, customer relationships. 

❖ The drivers of off-line word-of-mouth marketing: 

• Product characteristics 

• Visibility 

• Psychological factors 

✓ Emotional 

✓ Functional 

✓ Social 

❖ The six steps model. 

What off-line word-of-

mouth implementations 

and strategies has the 

case company currently 

applied in its business? 

❖ People-centered implementations as the mainstream 

strategy: 

• Focus significantly on people 

• Provide its relating people with best cares and 

services 

• Perceive customers as friends 

How should the case 

company apply off-line 

❖ Apply both already-employed strategies and newly-

generated strategies: 
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word-of-mouth 

marketing in deeper 

levels to improve its 

business operation? 

• Continuously provide customers with practical 

values 

• Hold individual coaching sessions or group 

coaching sessions 

• Widen the existing community and keep track of 

customers’ life quality changing after the course 

• Observe and measure the community 

• Upgrade facilities, support teams, increasing the 

frequency of the course, and improve relating 

services 

• Maintain the energy state of trust and pride to-

wards the course 

• Transmit the unknown formula, The Appretell, to 

every member of the company as well as every 

learner when coming to the course 

• Widespread through multiple channels together 

with off-line word-of-mouth conversations 

• Contact KOLs and provide values to them 

 

The table above presents all the answers and key findings of the research. 

 

7.2 Validity and Reliability 

The main purpose of this study is to seek answers to the research question and its related 

sub-questions. All answers are found and explained reasonably, and the thesis’s 

objectives are achieved. In this thesis, data is gathered from both primary and secondary 

sources. While secondary sources are compiled from the literature, primary sources are 

gathered from the interview sessions. The interview sessions including twenty individual 

interviews with twenty separate customers and a group interview with the case company’s 

leaders are conducted to seek in-depth understandings of the off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing topic. Twenty out of two hundred customers is an appropriate rate to conclude; 
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also, it is supported with in-depth perspectives of the company’s leaders. Therefore, the 

research is valid and reliable. 

7.3 Suggestions 

As mentioned in chapter 1, this thesis research only aims at seeking in-depth insights into 

off-line word-of-mouth marketing. Therefore, online marketing insights are not covered. 

Further research on the online marketing strategies for the case company is suggested. 

Also, as this thesis focuses on helping a Vietnamese company operating in the 

Vietnamese market, strategies and implementations found in the study might not be 

relevant for companies in other regions. Hence, further researches on the same topic but 

targets companies operating in other regions are suggested. 
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8 SUMMARY 

The thesis aims at providing readers with in-depth understandings of the off-line word-of-

mouth marketing and at helping provide a development plan for the case company. The 

main research question is how the case company should apply off-line word-of-mouth 

marketing at deeper levels to improve its business operation. To answer this question, the 

thesis employs a deductive approach, a major qualitative method partly supported by a 

quantitative method, primary sources, and secondary sources. 

At the beginning of the research, an overview of the off-line word-of-mouth marketing 

including its original history, categorization, and definition is introduced. Then, the impact 

of the off-line word-of-mouth marketing on a business is discussed. After that, the drivers 

of the off-line word-of-mouth marketing including product characteristics, visibility, and 

psychological factors are analyzed, together with the six steps model. 

To gain in-depth insights into the topic both theoretically and practically, the thesis 

conducts several qualitative in-depth interview sessions with the case company’s 

customers and the case company’s leaders. The result of the interviews reveals the 

customers’ hidden motives and emotional states that drive their sharing behavior, shows 

their sharing network systems, and discovers secrets as well as formulas employed by the 

case company. 

The last part of the research generates a development plan for the case company to help 

it improve its off-line word-of-mouth operation and its business operation. The 

development plan is established by combining both theoretical and empirical data. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 The interview guide of the individual interview session with customers 

Question’s 

number 

Type of 

questions 
Main questions 

1 Open-ended 

What was the first time you participated in the course En-

hance Self Value - Upgrade Relationships and how was 

that context? 

2 Open-ended 
How do you feel about the course generally and specifi-

cally? 

3 Close-ended 
How many people in your relationship network have you 

shared and recommended the course with? 

4 Close-ended How many of them positively react to your message? 

5 Open-ended 
What urges you to share and recommend the course with 

your relationship network? 

6 Open-ended 

What are the most significant values you receive when at-

tending the course so that you want to share them with 

other people? 

7 Open-ended How are your feelings when you share the message? 

8 

Close-ended  

and  

Open-ended 

Do you come back to learn again? If yes, what motiva-

tions bring you back to the course? 

9 Open-ended 
How do you evaluate your downline sharing networks 

such as F2, F3, and F4? 

10 Open-ended 

In your perspective, what should the company do to en-

hance the scope and degree of the off-line word-of-mouth 

spreading for the course? 
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Appendix 2 The interview guide of the group interview with the company’s leaders 

Question’s 

number 

Type of 

questions 
Main questions 

1 Open-ended 
How do you think and feel about the course at the mo-

ment? 

2 Open-ended What do customers say and feel about the course? 

3 Open-ended 
What strategies are you employing to boost the spread-

ing of the course? 

4 Open-ended 
What are the reasons that you decide to choose such 

strategies? 

5 Open-ended 
What is the level of off-line word-of-mouth spreading of 

the course now? 

6 Close-ended 
How many people do you reach and how many of them 

come to the course thanks to word-of-mouth campaigns? 

7 Open-ended 
What formula of word-of-mouth spreading have you de-

veloped and implemented? 

 


