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Streszczenie

Szeroko zakrojone i szybkie zmiany wywołane przez 
technologie cyfrowe oraz rosnąca niechęć konsumentów 
wobec reklamy prowadzą do wdrażania nowych strategii 
w komunikacji marketingowej. Programy ambasador-
skie stanowią istotny, kształtujący się trend w praktyce 
marketingowej, wciąż niedostatecznie zbadany w litera-
turze akademickiej. Niniejszy artykuł wyjaśnia różnice 
pomiędzy różnymi formami marketingu szeptanego oraz 
przedstawia trzy studia przypadków programów amba- 
sadorskich, w których zwykłe osoby są zachęcane do 
rozpowszechniania pozytywnej komunikacji nieformal-
nej w środowisku cyfrowym, jako przykłady innowacji 
rekombinacyjnych. Prezentując strukturę i efekty pro-
gramów ambasadorskich, artykuł dostarcza markete-
rom konkretnych wskazówek dotyczących ich wdrażania 
w ramach innowacyjnej komunikacji marketingowej.
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Abstract

The expansive, rapid changes driven by digital technolo-
gies and consumer resistance to advertising result in the 
implementation of new strategies in marketing commu-
nications. Brand ambassador programs represent an im-
portant emerging trend in marketing practice, yet they 
remain underexplored in academic research. This study 
clarifies the differences between different WOM market-
ing practices and illustrates three case studies of brand 
ambassador programs in which ordinary individuals are 
encouraged to spread positive eWOM as examples of re-
combinant innovations. By showing their structure and 
effects, this research provides marketers with concrete 
guidelines on how to incorporate brand ambassador pro-
grams in innovative marketing communications.
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trying to find new ways to overcome the resistance 
of consumers to marketing communications, their 
decline of trust, and negative attitudes towards ad-
vertising (Taylor & Carlson, 2021). The relentless 
bombardment of advertising messages from offline 
and online media makes consumers turn back to 
each other when looking for advice on purchase 
decisions (Kimmel & Kitchen, 2014; Plummer, 
2007). Recommendations from family and friends 
and customer opinions posted online are the most  

Introduction

In a marketplace, since ancient times, personal 
recommendations have driven the success of prod-
ucts, services, and their sellers (Barreto, 2014). 
With the advent of mass media, advertising has be-
come the key form of marketing communications, 
and the number of advertising messages has start-
ed to grow exponentially. Today, 69% of consumers 
avoid advertising (Schomer, 2021). Marketers are 
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trusted sources of information (The Nielsen Com-
pany, 2015). Contrary to what it may seem, the 
digital era brings to the fore the importance of in-
terpersonal relations and “the oldest, newest mar-
keting medium” – word of mouth (WOM) (Dellaro-
cas, 2003; Silverman, 2005). WOM is understood as 
“informal, interpersonal communication between 
two or more individuals about a brand, product, 
service or an organization” (Bianchi, 2021, p. 35) 
and it can be incentivized by implementing WOM 
marketing activities.

Research on WOM marketing and its effective-
ness is relatively new and scattered across differ-
ent disciplines (Haenlein & Libai, 2017; Mahajan 
& Gadekar, 2021; Robledo et al., 2023). Despite the 
ongoing attention of academics and practitioners 
devoted to electronic word of mouth (eWOM), very 
few researchers focused their studies on WOM 
marketing campaigns aimed at generating eWOM 
(Groeger & Buttle, 2014). Specifically, there is an 
emerging trend related to the use of brand ambas-
sador programs in which brand followers and ordi-
nary individuals are encouraged to spread positive 
eWOM (Bianchi, 2021). How these programs are 
structured and what is their impact on user be-
haviour? The aim of this study is to provide insights 
into the structure and outcomes of brand ambassa-
dor programs.

Given the novelty of this phenomenon, an explor-
atory approach is required. For this reason, the 
study applies the case study method, which is par-
ticularly suited to examining emerging marketing 
practices by providing an in-depth understanding 
of how brand ambassador programs are structured 
and what outcomes they generate (Grzegorczyk, 
2015; Wójcik, 2013).

In the theoretical part, this paper clarifies the 
differences between WOM marketing and other 
similar practices (such as viral marketing, viral 
advertising, seeded marketing, and influencer mar-
keting) and describes brand ambassador programs 
as recombinant innovation. In the empirical part, 
the study illustrates three case studies of brand 
ambassador programs harnessing the potential of 
eWOM on social media. By presenting how the pro-
grams were developed, their implementation, and 
results, this study provides marketers with guide-
lines for incorporating brand ambassador programs 
into marketing communications and assessing 
their effectiveness.

Brand ambassador program  
as a recombinant innovation

One of the major challenges for marketers today 
is to find a new way to capture people’s attention 

and position a brand in the consumers’ minds (Kot-
ler, 2012). Finding this innovative way and differ-
entiating through innovation in marketing can be 
a way of achieving competitive advantage. Brand 
ambassador programs can be seen as a nontech-
nological marketing innovation – a new way of 
promoting products (OECD/Eurostat, 2005) or, ac-
cording to the classification proposed in Oslo Man-
ual 2018, business process innovation (OECD/Eu-
rostat, 2018). 

According to the recombinant growth theory 
(Weitzman, 1998), new ideas are a function of new-
ly reconfigured old ideas. Innovation in marketing 
communications means going back to the roots – en-
couraging consumers to spread information about 
a brand, product, or company. This activity referred 
to as WOM marketing, introduced as an element 
of the marketing communications mix (Kotler  
& Keller, 2012) is the first old idea at the founda-
tion of brand ambassador programs. WOM market-
ing “is about giving people a reason to talk about 
a brand, product, service, or an organization, and 
making it easier for conversations to take place” 
(Bianchi, 2021, p. 46). WOM marketing is also re-
ferred to as buzz marketing. There are two main 
types of activities within WOM marketing – pro-
duction of “talkable” content in online brand com-
munities (e.g., brand pages on social media) and 
WOM marketing programs – marketing initiatives 
aimed at triggering “WOM process by targeting 
a certain number of individuals and incentivizing 
them to spread WOM” (Haenlein & Libai, 2017,  
p. 70). Haenlein and Libai (2017) distinguish three 
types of WOM marketing programs:

•	 seeding programs (product seeding and viral 
marketing);

•	 referral programs (referral reward, business 
reference, and affiliate marketing);

•	 recommendation programs (broadband on re-
view sites and narrowband in social networks of 
specific individuals).

Viral marketing (sometimes referred to as “WOM 
advertising”) is a type of seeding program in which 
people receive a commercial message and are en-
couraged to forward it to other consumers online 
(Bampo et al., 2008; Dobele et al., 2005; Niedziel-
ska, 2016). A subset of viral marketing is viral ad-
vertising (Eckler & Bolls, 2011) – an online activity 
in which the commercial message is an advertise-
ment (Petrescu & Korgaonkar, 2011). In brand am-
bassador programs, the elements of all three types 
of WOM programs are recombined. Brand ambas-
sadors are specific individuals selected by a compa-
ny to spread positive WOM in their social networks. 
Due to its enormous reach and higher effective-
ness than traditional forms of marketing commu-
nications (You et al., 2015), eWOM on social me-
dia is the most expected outcome. Like in seeding 
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programs, brand ambassadors receive discounts, 
samples, and free products to talk about. Like in 
referral programs they often receive rewards for re-
ferrals, but contrary to the referral programs, the 
rewards are not monetary.

Petrescu, O’Leary, Goldring, & Ben Mrad (2018) 
argue that the growing trend of influencer mar-
keting (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2025; Rakuten 
Marketing, 2019) – “a marketing strategy that uses 
the influence of key individuals or opinion leaders 
to drive consumers’ brand awareness and/or their 
purchasing decisions” (Lou & Yuan, 2019, p. 59) 
can be also considered a new WOM marketing tech-
nique. The declining credibility of mega-influenc-
ers, influencer fraud, and low engagement rates of 
their communities lead to the increasingly evident 
shift to micro- and nano-influencers that foster 
deeper, authentic engagement (Aspire, 2025; Euro-
monitor International, 2020; Influencer Marketing 
Hub, 2025). Nano-influencers accounted for 75.9% 
of Instagram’s and 87.7% of TikTok’s influencer 
base in 2024 (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2025). For 
this reason and focus on eWOM on social media, 
brand ambassador programs may be seen as part 
of influencer marketing. However, the assumptions 
of brand ambassador programs are different. While 
a social media influencer is “one who has a status 
of expertise in a specific area, who has cultivated 
a sizable number of captive followers” (Lou & Yuan, 
2019, p. 59), a brand ambassador does not need to 
have at least 1.000 followers (HypeAuditor, 2025) to 
promote a brand. Moreover, influencer marketing 
is usually a paid activity, while brand ambassador 
programs do not include monetary compensation.

The second idea being recombined in brand am-
bassador programs derives from social media mar-
keting and is related to user-generated content 
(UGC). Recommendations of brand ambassadors 
are not limited to simple product ratings or reviews 
(like in recommendation programs), they produce 
a wide range of content including photos, anima-
tions, and videos, and deploy them on social media. 
Brand ambassador programs are mostly carried 
out on social media. In the context of social media, 
brand ambassador programs can be considered 
a radical innovation in marketing communications. 
Although promotion through personal recommen-
dations was known in the past, using consumers as 
marketing communication media is now intention-
al, planned, and managed activity on an unprec-
edented scale offered by the online environment. 
This innovation is characterized by high uncer-
tainty related to the significant lack of control over 
user-generated marketing communications. It also 
offers unprecedented performance features and has 
the potential to radically transform marketing com-
munications. Social media transform a company’s 
broadcast media monologues in dialogues and in-

dividuals from mere consumers of content into con-
tent creators (Schivinski & Dabrowski, 2016; Smith 
& Gallicano, 2015).

Social media have blurred the boundaries be-
tween marketing and public relations (Gesualdi, 
2019). In fact, the growing phenomenon of social 
media influencers can be also framed within the 
field of public relations (Davies & Hobbs, 2020). 
Not surprisingly, the third source of ideas for brand 
ambassador programs is online PR. Like online PR, 
brand ambassador programs rely on third-party 
communications, earned media, relationships with 
opinion leaders, their engagement, and (although 
on a limited scale) shape brand reputation.

Method

Given the exploratory character of this study, 
the case study method has been adopted. The phe-
nomenon under investigation – brand ambassador 
programs as an emerging practice in marketing 
communications – requires a deeper understand-
ing of how and why such initiatives are structured 
and what outcomes they generate. As Wójcik (2013) 
points out, case studies are particularly recom-
mended when the research seeks to address explor-
atory questions such as “how” a given phenomenon 
occurs.

In the field of management sciences, which are 
closely linked to business practice, case studies play 
an important role in examining real economic and 
organizational phenomena. They allow researchers 
to capture the complexity of actual practices and, 
through detailed analysis of a phenomenon and its 
context, to identify key processes and influencing 
factors (Grzegorczyk, 2015). This methodological 
approach therefore not only contributes to a bet-
ter understanding of brand ambassador programs 
in practice, but also supports the further devel-
opment of theory in the field of marketing com- 
munications. 

The case studies presented in this paper describe 
and report the results of the brand ambassador pro-
grams implemented by Tommee Tippee, Diesel and 
Pantene. These programs were selected to ensure 
diversity across several dimensions: product cate-
gory (baby products, fashion, beauty), time frame 
(2017, 2019, and 2022), geographic scope (Italy, 
UK, Netherlands, Germany, Austria, France, Nor-
way, Spain, Switzerland, Belgium, Greece, Portu-
gal, China, Japan, Canada and Poland), and the 
target audience (mums, men, and woman). 

Data were collected from the agencies that de-
signed and implemented the programs comple-
mented by content analysis on social media (brand 
and ambassador profiles on Facebook and Insta-
gram).
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Results 

Tommee Tippee

The brand ambassador program for Tommee Tip-
pee (Mayborn Group’s brand of baby products), was 
implemented in Italy from November 2016 to Au-
gust 2017. The aim of the program was to grow the 
brand community and increase its engagement on 
social media. The structure of the program included 
four phases. In the first phase, recruitment posts 
were published on the brand page on Facebook. As 
a result, 1.200 applications were received from us-
ers and 155 moms were selected as brand ambas-
sadors. In the second phase, detailed project briefs 
were provided to each ambassador, and (like in the 
seeding programs mentioned before) moms received 
free bottles and soothers. The third phase consist-

ed in UGC production and deployment. Brand am-
bassadors of Tommee Tippee spread positive WOM  
offline and created 273 pieces of UGC including pho-
tos, videos, and product reviews. After the approval 
of the content, ambassadors shared the content on 
their social media. UGC created by mums was also 
used by Tommee Tippee in 37 posts published on 
the brand page on Facebook (Figure 1).

The final phase included constant management 
and monitoring of the brand ambassador program, 
as well as the assessment of the results. The av-
erage number of people reached by each Facebook 
post related to the Tommee Tippee brand ambas-
sador program was 20.000 with a monthly average 
number of clicks of 2.000. The fanbase of the brand 
on Facebook grew by 15% every month and there 
were on average 300 interactions with user-gener-
ated posts each month. 

Figure 1. Examples of brand posts using UGC

Source: https://www.facebook.com/tommeetippeeitalia
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Diesel
Brand ambassador program called “Size:Biz” was 

implemented in 15 countries (UK, Netherlands, 
Germany, Austria, France, Norway, Spain, Italy, 
Switzerland, Belgium, Greece, Portugal, China, Ja-
pan, and Canada) from February to April 2019 as 
a part of a global campaign “Be a follower”. The “Be 
a follower” campaign satirized the role of influenc-
ers and promoted the idea that individuals should 
take pride in being followers, which was fully con-
sistent with the essence of brand ambassador pro-
grams. The structure of the program was similar 
to the brand ambassador program by Tommee Tip-
pee. In the recruitment phase, users could register 
to become brand ambassadors through a dedicated 
website. In the second phase, by getting a unique 
link, ambassadors could open their own Diesel 
online store to get rewards (discounts, free prod-
ucts, exclusive events, and experiences). Like in 
a typical referral program, the more they sold, the 
more they got but the rewards were not monetary. 
37.000 ambassador online stores opened in the first 
week of the initiative. The third phase consisted in 
UGC production and deployment. In the eWOM 
they spread, brand ambassadors promoted Diesel 
and invited their followers to buy from the online 
stores they opened. The content produced by the 
ambassadors was published on their profiles and 
Diesel brand pages on social media. As far as the 
results are concerned, the program led to a 365% 
increase in e-commerce traffic, an 18% increase 
in the number of customers, and a 33% increase 
in online sales. “Side:Biz” has been the most suc-
cessful Diesel’s campaign in terms of sales since 
2012. Moreover, thanks to the brand ambassador 
program, Diesel gained 290.000 new followers on 
brand pages on social media. For its extraordinary 
results, the program has been awarded two Silver 
Lions at Cannes Lions 2019 (the world’s largest 
and most prestigious advertising festival).

Pantene

Brand ambassador program for Pantene imple-
mented in Poland in 2022 was a part of the brand’s 
global campaign called “The power of hair”. The 
campaign highlighted the significant role that hair 
plays in people’s lives, emphasizing that it is one 
of the primary ways individuals define their iden-
tity, express who they are and how they wish to 
be perceived, and draw inner strength – regardless 
of who they are. The campaign featured celebrities 
led by Michał Szpak, a singer and the first male 
brand ambassador for Pantene in Poland, joined by 
model Osi Ugonoh, actress Helena Norowicz, rower 
Katarzyna Zillmann, and actress Alżbeta Leńska. 
With the slogan “It takes strength to be different, 

but it is worth it,” the campaign aimed to cele-
brate the diversity of beauty and the courage to 
be oneself, even in the face of a lack of social ac-
ceptance. Brand ambassador program extended 
the reach of the campaign and allowed to frame 
it on the individual level of ordinary consumers 
who shared their personal stories intertwined 
with the theme of hair as a source of strength. 
Brand ambassadors were selected from the data-
base of brand lovers owned by the agency man-
aging the program and recruited trough Every-
dayMe (P&G’s platform joining consumers of all 
P&G brands and allowing them to test products 
by receiving free items and samples, earn loyalty 
rewards, and access cashback promotions and dis-
counts) and recruitment posts shared on Michał 
Szpak’s social media profiles (Figure 2).

As a result of the recruitment process, 762 in-
dividuals applied, from which 72 brand ambassa-
dors were selected. In the second stage, the ambas-
sadors received a brief with guidelines along with 
free products from the Pro-V Intensive Repair 
line. In the third stage, the ambassadors created 
content, producing a total of 180 posts consisting 
of photos, videos, and reviews. After approval, the 
ambassadors published the content, in the form 
of posts and stories, on their Facebook, Instagram 
and TikTok profiles (Figure 3). 

Moreover, brand ambassadors had the opportu-
nity to meet Michał Szpak and other celebrities 
endorsing “The power of hair” campaign during 
Pantene’s press conference. As far as the re-
sults are concerned, brand ambassador program 
reached approximately 1.2 million users, gener-
ated more than 39.000 interactions with the aver-
age engagement rate of 11%.

Discussion and implications

To the best of the author’s knowledge, this is the 
first academic study exploring the use of brand 
ambassador programs in marketing communica-
tions across different product categories and geo-
graphic markets. The study replies to the call for 
research on WOM marketing strategies and their 
effectiveness. Moreover, it clarifies terms often 
incorrectly and interchangeably used by scholars 
and marketers and applies recombinant growth 
theory in the context of marketing communica-
tions. In the era of advertising clutter, advertising 
fraud, consumer scepticism, and increasing atten-
tion to the ethics of marketing communication, 
brand ambassador programs provide innovative 
marketing communications based on authentici-
ty, credibility, and trust. This study shows that 
the typical structure of brand ambassador pro-
grams includes four stages: 
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•	 recruitment;
•	 engagement;
•	 content production and deployment;
•	 results measurement.
Parameters of success of brand ambassador pro-

grams are related to the growth of the brand com-
munity and its engagement on social media, as well 
as product sales. Specifically, Diesel’s ambassador 
program confirms the results of prior academic 

studies (Babić Rosario et al., 2016; Fink et al., 2020; 
You et al., 2015) showing that eWOM on social me-
dia has a significant impact on sales.

In the last decade, the emergence of WOM plat-
forms like PowerReviews or Bazaarvoice has sim-
plified and facilitated the implementation of brand 
ambassador programs. On the other hand, insuffi-
cient trust of marketers related to the difficulty of 
measuring WOM and showing ROI may constitute 

Figure 2. Recruitment post on Michał Szpak’s profile on Facebook

Source: https://www.facebook.com/szpakmichal

Figure 3. Examples of Pantene brand ambassador posts on Instagram

            

  
Source:  https://www.instagram.com/theblonde__girl, https://www.instagram.com/agata_makeup.artist/
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