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Abstract: The privatization of healthcare services has become commonplace nowadays. Many dif-
ferent marketing strategies are used during privatizations in order to reach the desired volume of
customers. Among these marketing methods, it is believed that verbal marketing is effective in terms of
influencing the preferences of customers. However, it seems that research in this field is not sufficient.
In this context, the aims of this paper are to explore the effects of word—of-mouth marketing (WOM)
and corporate image (CI) on customer loyalty (CL) in individuals who have undergone dental health-
care, and to investigate certain related factors. Questionnaires were prepared as the principal data
collection method for the research. The study consisted of a total of 172 respondents. According to the
correlation analysis that was conducted in order to analyze the relationships between WOM promotion,
CI and CL, it was found that these variables have an effective positive relationship with each other. In
order to increase customer satisfaction levels and patient loyalty to health institutions, it is necessary
to consider variables such as the quality of service, word-of-mouth marketing, corporate image, cor-
porate reputation, and customer loyalty, both in terms of the basic human right to healthcare, and in
terms of commercial interests.
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1. INTRODUCTION

According to Nielsen’s latest ‘Global Trust in Advertising’ report, 92 percent of consumers
trust recommendations made by friends and family more than advertising. Moreover, 88
percent of people trust online reviews written by other consumers as much as they trust recom-
mendations made by personal contacts, while 74 percent of consumers identify word-of-mouth
(WOM) promotions as a key influencer in their purchasing decisions. However, only 33 percent
of businesses actively seek to receive reviews, despite the fact that a little can do a lot. When
specific case studies were analyzed, researchers found that a 10 percent increase in word-of-
mouth (off and online) promotions translated into a sales lift of between 0.2 and 1.5 percent’.
Even though WOM marketing has a long history in advertising, and a number of researchers
have examined how it can affect purchasing decisions, research exploring the effects of electron-
ic word-of-mouth (eWOM) promotion is still in its early stages [1]. Traditionally, word-of-mouth
marketing was spread from one person to another through recommendations, but its modern
version involves both targeted efforts and naturally occurring instances where users describe
their satisfaction with a brand*.
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The objective of this study is to investigate the effects of WOM promotion and corporate image
(CI) on customer loyalty (CL) in the context of dental health services. The study focuses on the
following research questions:

* How do WOM promotion and CI affect CL?

* Which of the variables has a stronger effect on CL?

By achieving these goals, this study will contribute both to the literature and to business man-
agement by highlighting the levels of relative importance of the research variables thought to
have an impact on CL. Much research in the literature has been on the relationships between
WOM promotion, CI, and CL, but these studies have essentially dealt with the retail sector. Our
study focused on the health sector, primarily the dental health sector. The overall purpose of this
paper is to contribute to the literature on CL and its antecedents.

2. LITARATURE

Dick and Basu defined customer loyalty as the relationship between the relative attitude toward
an entity (brand/service/store/vendor) and patronage behavior [2]. Oliver described loyalty as
“a deeply held commitment to re-buy or re-patronize a preferred product/service consistently
in the future...” [3: p.34]. For our purpose, we define customer loyalty as a patient’s favorable
attitude toward a dental health center that results in repeat-visiting behavior. Antecedents to
customer loyalty come under three categories — customer-related factors, product-related fac-
tors, and corporation-related factors. We consider customer-related factors to include WOM
feedback and corporation-related factors to include CI.

WOM marketing was first characterized by Arndt [4] as oral, person-to-person communication
among clients regarding a brand, product, or service, but also an organization. Buttle stated that
WOM feedback can influence purchasing decisions either positively or negatively, and that neg-
ative feedback typically has a more powerful impact than positive feedback [S]. Many research
findings have demonstrated that WOM promotions, such as consumer reviews, can have a sig-
nificant effect on consumer behavior and purchasing decisions, as well as firm performance [6;
7]. Some studies have even identified WOM promotion as being more influential than print ads,
personal selling, and radio advertising [8; 9], although Van den Bulte and Lilien [10] showed
that some of these effects may have been overstated [11]. Research has demonstrated that cer-
tain factors, such as extreme satisfaction or dissatisfaction, commitment to the firm, length of
the relationship with the firm, and novelty of the product, drive consumer behaviors [11]. Yeoh,
Othman, and Ahmad [12] pointed out that WOM feedback has an impact on marketing strate-
gies, whereas other researchers found an effect on consumers’ purchasing decisions [13; 14; 15],
while others highlighted the importance of the source of trusted information [16; 15], and of
immediate feedback [17].

Gray and Balmes defined CI as the immediate mental picture that audiences have of an organ-
ization [18]. According to another definition by Lemmink, Schuijf, and Streukens [19], “CI is
social or public knowledge or perceptions about a given company” [20]. Considerable academic
research has showed that CI has a significant role in determining consumer behavior, and is
particularly important in developing and maintaining customer loyalty [21]. Cl is fed by various
factors, such as consumer experiences, employment experiences, company-related news and
comments, the variety and/or quality of products/services, and the quality of communication by
related and interacted partners [20; 21].
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Eelen, Ozturan, and Verlegh found that brand loyalty was significantly more strongly related
with person-to-person WOM promotion than with eWOM [22]. Virvilaite, Tumasonyte, and Sli-
buryte investigated the relationship between WOM communication and brand equity, and found
that WOM promotion had a positive relationship with brand loyalty as a component of brand eq-
uity [23]. Uslu, Durmus, and Tasdemir explored the role of ethnicity in mobile phone purchasing
decisions regarding brand loyalty and WOM feedback [24]. The results of their study showed
that there were no significant differences in the WOM feedback given by German and Turkish
consumers. Carpenter and Fairhurst found that the relationship between customer loyalty and
WOM promotion was positive and significant [25]. In addition, they found that attitudinal loy-
alty serves as a mediator between consumer satisfaction and consumer WOM communication.
Athavale, Banahan, Bentley, and West-Strum, meanwhile, researched the antecedents and conse-
quences of customer loyalty to particular pharmacies [26]. They found a positive—negative linear
relationship between loyalty behavior and positive—negative WOM promotion. A meta-analysis
conducted by De Matos and Rossi demonstrated a significant positive effect of loyalty on WOM
feedback [27]. Generally, loyal customers are more likely to give positive recommendations of a
firm to reference group members than disloyal ones [28]. Several Turkish academic studies have
showed that there is a positive relationship between certain customer-related factors (e.g., satis-
faction, loyalty, perceived service quality, trust) and WOM promotion [29: 30; 31; 32; 33]. Our
assumption is of a positive relationship between customer loyalty and word-of-mouth promotion.

H,: There is a significant and positive relationship between CL and WOM promotion.

Wang and Wu investigated the effects of CI, perceived value, and switching costs on customer
loyalty in customer—provider relationships of different lengths [34]. They found that corporate
image impacted customer loyalty in both newer and older relationships. Giirlek, Dilizgiin, and
Uygur showed that CI affects CL both directly and indirectly in the extant literature, and their
research findings supported those relationships [35]. According to a study by Kipkirong Tarus
and Rabach, CI had a moderating effect on CL [36]. Interestingly, Andreassen and Lindestad
found that CI had a stronger effect on loyalty than satisfaction did [37]. For some groups of
consumers in particular, CI was the strongest driver of future intended repurchasing behavior.
Moreover, analysis findings by Kaur and Soch showed that CI was an important determinant of
attitudinal loyalty [38]. Lai, Griffin, and Babin tested the inter-relations between assessments
of service quality, customer perceived value, perceptions of corporate image, customer satis-
faction, and loyalty [39]. They argued that there was no significant relationship between CI and
CL. However, Igbudu, Garanti, and Popoola posited that CI both affects loyalty and mediated
in the relationship between sustainability and loyalty [40]. Their findings showed a positive
effect of corporate image on customer loyalty. In academic studies whose samples were from
Turkey, CI was found to have a significant effect on loyalty, satisfaction, corporate identity, and
perceived service quality [41; 42; 43; 44]. Based on these findings, we have posited the following
hypothesis:

H,: There is a significant and positive relationship between CI and CL.

3. METHOD

We collected data from dental healthcare patients in Hatay, Turkey. The data was collected as part
of the first author’s master’s thesis. The convenience sampling method was used in the study, with

self-administered questionnaires being utilized. We collected a total of 172 questionnaires. Each
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measure had multiple items with a 5-point summated rating scale, with anchors of 1 being “strong-
ly disagree” and 5 being “strongly agree”, except in the case of the respondents’ demographics. To
measure the research variables, modified versions of previously developed scales were used.

The WOM feedback variable was adopted from the work of [31; 30; 32; 29; 45], and measured
eight items. CI was measured using a scale that was adopted from [41; 43; 44], and contained five
items. The CL variable was taken from [46; 47; 48], and has been commonly used in the literature.

The reliability of research constructs is sufficient according to [49: p. 24], who suggested a
Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.70 or better. All the constructs had acceptable reliability scores, as
can be seen in Table 1.

4. ANALYSES

Of the 172 respondents, about 49 percent were female and 51 percent were male. The respondents
were aged between 19 and 80 years. The average age was 36 years. The financial status of the
respondents was categorized as upper (83 persons), medium (66 persons), and lower (23 persons).

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alphas, and bivariate Pearson corre-
lations of the constructs.

Table 1: Correlation Analyses

CL WOM CI Cronbach’s o
CL 1 .93
WOM .540%** 1 .92
CI .8997%* .600** 1 .96

**: p<.001; CL: Customer Loyalty; WOM: Word-of-Mouth; CI: Corporate Image

We found positive and strong correlations between CL and WOM promotion (r=.540, p<.001)
and between CL and CI (r=.899, p<.001). These results showed that H, and H, were supported.

5. DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND IMPLICATIONS

This study focused on the relationship between customer loyalty and customer-related factors,
such as WOM communication, and corporation-related factors, such as CI. The study explored
the relationships between CL and WOM promotion, and between CL and CI in the context of
dental health clinics in Turkey.

Firstly, we tested the hypothesis that there is a positive relationship between CL and WOM pro-
motion. This hypothesis was supported. The relevant literature indicates a strong relationship
between CL and WOM feedback, and therefore our finding is consistent with the academic
research, whose findings emphasize the importance of WOM communication for service firms.
Although the literature on the relationship between CI and CL is mixed, we found a positive
relationship between the two.

This study has several limitations. The first limitation relates to the fact that direct effects be-

tween the variables were examined, but indirect, mediating, and moderator effects were not. A
second limitation relates to the sampling method.
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