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Chapter 1. Introduction

a. The intent of the research

One aspect of marketing that has always held a particular place of interest for me is that of consumer perceptions and opinion building. How and why a consumer arrives at a conclusion in regards to a company or product's image or quality was always something that has piqued my interest on a personal level, and even more so when I encountered real world situations where conflicts in the source or result of those opinions arose. These subjective views are the dynamic result of a melting pot of inputs, ranging from word-of-mouth to professional endorsement, from advertisements, to family tradition, and sometimes even something as simple as a gut intuition. The way that these opinions and perceptions are developed as well as the sources of their inputs are the the subject of much study. And in particular one aspect that has taken a position of interest for me is the motivations and propensity of people to actively broadcast their opinions on products or services as well as the seeking out the opinions of others. Traditionally this would be under the blanket term of “word-of-mouth”, and generally was often only considered dismissively and something that was an external occurrence and largely out of a firm's control. However the dynamics of word-of-mouth have undergone some radical changes in recent history. Communication in general has grown in leaps and bounds and the dispersion and availability of ideas and messages has reached levels of scope and scale previously unknown to any other moment in human history. In regards to word-of-mouth marketing, the advent of the Internet has progressed so much into people's daily lives, that more and more consumers have adopted it as a first, and sometimes only, resource for gathering and dispersing information and opinions on which to base a consumption decision on. As this massive amount of  multilateral information transfer occurs, the identities of these (largely) anonymous opinion givers, as well as the nuances and context of their situations are elements that are often lost in the medium that is the Internet.

b. Problem statement

As technological technological advances in communication continue to develop, so to do the ways that people choose to interact. While decisions may have once been based on what a neighbor or relative recommended, today people have at their fingertips a plethora of resources and opinions to browse before forming their own. Because of these large leaps in technology, the dynamics of how these interactions occur as well as their consequences have changed dramatically. It is with this concept in mind that we ask the research question: What are the dynamics involved in online consumer reviews, and the creators and readers that utilize them?. This will be achieved through means of research of previous papers as well as quantitative research by myself through means of questionnaires, which will focus primarily on investigating the demographics of online consumer review writers and readers, as well as their attitudes and motivations. This leads to the following research questions and sub-questions regarding the users of online consumer reviews:


1. Are their distinguishable patterns or traits to be found amongst those who read or  write online consumer reviews?

2. Do the relationships found lend towards the formulation of any aggregate patterns or theory?

During the investigation of the the main research questions the following partial research questions shall be addressed:

4. When investigating what kind of people write and read online consumer reviews, the following demographic traits will be investigated:



-is age a divisive criteria?



-is income a divisive criteria



-is motive a divisive criteria?



-is nationality a divisive criteria?



-is level of product knowledge/expertise a divisive criteria?



-does Internet experience have a connection with attitudes or motives?

C. Scientific and social relevance of the research paper

Word-of-mouth marketing is a subject that is often studied. It is defined by entrepreneur magazine as an “unpaid form of promotion in which satisfied customers tell other people how much they like a business, product or service .“ It is also often considered one of the most credible resources on product information available as it comes directly from consumers who often have no incentive or possibility of personal gain. Directly correlated to this is a reason for why it holds particular importance for a firm, which is the fact that due to its external nature they have little to no control over the content of the information that is being shared. These two aspects together make for a powerful and fascinating combination and is the reason why any incremental increases in control or influence that a firm may gain in the field could be significant.

   Over the course of the last few decades the dynamics of word-of-mouth has changed in many ways. As the Internet becomes more and more a standard medium for communication, people have made it one of their primary sources for information gathering. Information is now shared in what can be seen as a digital word-of-mouth, which comes in many forms. One of these forms that has gained much popularity is that of the online consumer review, where users leave their opinions about products or services regarding their own experiences and recommendations. This has added a new dimension to business as firms and products undergo a wide-scale level of scrutiny and has increased accountability and trust. However this digitization has also added the benefit of making word-of-mouth in a sense more tangible. This has added a formalized structure and format that would normally be considered impossible or extremely difficult to obtain. Because of this firms can now not only see word-of-mouth as a somewhat physical form on the Internet, but they can track and record some of the many facets of it. This changes word-of-mouth from a externally occurring phenomenon with little to no control factors to something that can be studied and monitored. It is this concept that serves as the foundational basis for this research paper. By using the Internet and quantitative research, firms can reach the users of online consumer reviews and discover any distinguishable traits or trends that would have been impossible to discover with traditional word-of-mouth. Such developments could eventually lead to the gaining of a measure of control or influence in an otherwise difficult to manage, and crucial element of business today.

d. Structure, process, and methodology of the research paper

As has been mentioned previously, the first part of my paper will be an analysis of online consumer reviews using the previous work performed by others. By using journals, books, and papers, a foundation will be laid in order for readers to understand the background as well as context of my paper . In order to properly understand the dynamics involved in online consumer reviews, the subject will be explored in several contexts. In this way the paper will attempt to provide the reader with as wide an analysis as realistically possible, while remaining concise and relevant based on the currently existing research and work conducted.

   In the second part of the paper, I will attempt to build on existing works with my own analysis based on the use of questionnaires to collect quantitative data. This field research will be done with the intent of learning about the practitioners of online consumer reviews. The questionnaires will therefore be aimed towards both the writers and readers of online consumer reviews, and will be used to create a data set which help to increase insight into the demographics of the parties involved. In order to ensure that a sufficient number online review writers are targeted for the questionnaire, it is a preliminary plan for this research paper that two sets of users are targeted. The first will be to target random users of the Internet, and secondly will to target consumers who frequently write online reviews. This will be done through the use of appropriate online forums and websites (such as amazon, tweakers, or cnet). For the sake of maintaining a realistic scale and scope of the research paper, as well as maintaining consistency in context and focus, the questionnaires will also be focused on the consumer electronics sector. Using the subsequently obtained data set, statistical analysis will be performed in order to ascertain any patterns and connections that are deemed relevant. These findings will then be combined with the analysis in the first part of the research paper in order to arrive at the conclusion.

e. Theoretical framework

As mentioned in earlier sections, the initial sections of the research paper will be dedicated to a thorough analysis of online consumer reviews with the intent to lay down a contextual framework in order for the reader to be familiar with the subject, as well as to put together a cohesive basis on which to build further new theory. I plan to start off by first providing some background information, including a clear definition of online consumer reviews as well as the different types. This will be done for both online consumer reviews as well as for word-of-mouth due to the inherent connection between the two. Also to be addressed here in a subsection will be how the dynamics of the two have changed in recent times, in particular with the advances in new technologies. This will include the differences between traditional word-of-Mouth and digital (online), manipulation, and the dynamics Internet communication.

   From there I will discuss existing research conducted into the current role of online consumer reviews, with an emphasis on its relevance as a tool for firms. The advantages and disadvantages of its implementation, and the effects that it may have on sales.

   Finally I will close this section by providing insight into online consumer reviews from a behavioral point of view. Here, issues such as the reasoning behind why reviews are written and sought out shall be addressed, as well as the dynamics of online message processing, information gathering, and social issues specific to online communities.

   The second part of my research paper will be in regard to the questionnaires. Using the results I hope to find demographic patterns regarding the questionnaire recipients through use of statistical analysis. By doing this I hope to lend insight into the traits and attributes that may be most dominant behind the (largely anonymous) face of online consumer review writers and readers, and ultimately be able to produce a potential profile for those users. These findings will then be combined with the existing theory provided in the first part of my research paper. It is especially regarding the sections concerning consumer behavior as well as relevance and practical use of online consumer reviews for firms that I hope to find complementary and supportive connections. Combining these findings, I will finish the research papers by providing implementable recommendations and conclusions that may be relevant from a marketing perspective.

Chapter 2

A. Definition of online consumer reviews.

Online consumer reviews are a phenomenon that occurs on the Internet which has its roots in word-of-mouth communication. The basic premise is that a person, be they consumer, journalist, or industry expert, communicates their experience  and insight concerning a product or service. Relating their subjective and objective views on how well the product or service performed its function. The author provides the reader with information on which to aid in the process of  making a purchase decision, or what to expect thereafter. Online consumer reviews come in a number of forms, with two distinctive variables that define them. The first variable being who the author is, and the second variable being the source or location of the review. When looking at the differences in authors for online consumer reviews, the authors can vary in their degrees of professional involvement, from the full time contributors who make a living from their reviews to the part time hobbyists. The first and most basic level is that of a consumer-to-consumer review. Here a private consumer will relate their personal experience with a product from a “ground-level” perspective. The level of insight, objectivity, and expertise can vary greatly between those authors. However, these kind of reviews have been found to be the most trustworthy in the eyes of consumers who read online consumer reviews [source] as they are perceived to be straight from the horse's mouth so to speak, as well as the fact that the authors have little or no motive to deviate from the truth or mislead readers. These reviews can be found at a number of locations, foremost being at specialist websites which are purpose designed solely to be a place where readers and writers of online consumer reviews can meet to exchange information and opinions (an example would be epinions.com). However a trend pioneered by Amazon.com  which is becoming more and more popular amongst retailers, or sometimes even the producing companies themselves, is to provide the option for customers to leave feedback directly on their website itself.

A  second group is those reviews that are written by what we could call more “advanced” reviewers. This group is comprised of industry experts and pro-level consumers who write a more extended article, usually providing a more extensive and complete analysis of the product or service.

and lastly there is the professional review. These reviews are written by journalists and industry insiders who write reviews full time professionally. Much like the advanced consumer reviews, these are in-depth and extensive. These professional reviews however often deal directly with the companies whose products they are reviewing and often have more funds and more sophisticated technical comparison methods at their disposal.

B. Definition of word-of-Mouth

Word of mouth is a phenomenon that has occurred amongst humans for as long as anyone can remember. It is defined as “all informal communications directed at other consumers about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of particular goods and services or their sellers" [1]. This propensity and tendency for interpersonal communication and word-of-mouth has been a study and interest of psychologists and economists for a long time. And as economics has developed as a study, so too did its interest in this phenomenon. The relevance and effect that word-of-mouth can have for a firm is something that is hardly debated. Beyond the fact that almost everyone can relate to specific occurrences of having experienced word-of-mouth, many studies have been conducted that have found conclusions that support or lend credit to its general principles and the significant influence that it can have. According to the literature by Katz and Lazarsfeld [2], word-of-mouth was the primary source of information when considering the purchase of certain household items . While in the two papers by Banerjee  in 1992 and 1993 [3,4] regarding rumors and herd behavior, it was argued that people are affected by the opinions of others. This effect extended to such an level that rational agents could be influenced to ignore their own private information in lieu of the actions of others. This could even lead to all agents choosing suboptimal decisions and reaching disequilibrium in a phenomena he called “herding” . Related to this  is a similar study by Bikhchandan et al. [5] in whose paper it is argued that localized conformity could be explained through what was called “informational cascades.” This concept was centered around the idea that individuals sometime perceived the most optimal action to be to follow suite the behavior of those before him, disregarding their own information. Previous papers have also shown that a similar effect can also take place between consumers and brands. In a model by Reingen et al. [7] it was found that there existed a significant brand congruence within friendship cliques when studying sorority members living together under the same roof. These effects can be seen as demonstrations of the power and influence of word-of-mouth on behavior, and suggests the possibility that it can be a very effective driver of sales. It can also affect consumer awareness as it also has a significant role as an outcome of previous sales, as satisfied or dissatisfied customers voice their opinions and buzz is created. However, most firms often regard word-of-mouth as an externally occurring phenomenon and out of their hands. This is largely due to the intangible nature of word-of-mouth, and the difficulties in measuring it. Private conversation is exactly that; private. Any system designed to monitor it would not only be extremely difficult to create, but most likely completely unfeasible and unethical. However this lack of control is also what makes word-of-mouth to be seen as the most credible of sources for information, as generally the agents involved have no incentive to misrepresent any information nor do they have anything to gain personally by doing so. As was put by Allsop et al. [8] in their 2007 paper, WOM is considered to be more credible by consumers than advertising as the perception is that it is not coming from a company with a  vested interest, but instead from “people like me.”

C. Changes due to technology

The dynamics of word-of-mouth have undergone some radical changes in recent history. Communication in general has grown in leaps and bounds and the dispersion and availability of ideas and information has reached levels of scope and scale previously unknown to any other moment in human history. In regards to word-of-mouth marketing, the advent of the Internet has progressed so much into people's daily lives, that more and more consumers have adopted it as a first, and sometimes only, resource for gathering and dispersing information and opinions on which to base a consumption decision on. Looking back at the previous sections, let us once again consider the definition of online consumer reviews as defined by. “All informal communications directed at other consumers about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of particular goods and services or their sellers." As the Internet increasingly becomes a medium for all communications, informal and not, so does its role as a medium for word of mouth grow as well. In a study by Jupiter Communications it was found that 57% of people visiting a new website did so based on a recommendation [9]. While a report by Forrester concluded that about 50% of young Internet surfers consulted online word-of-mouth recommendations before purchasing Cd's, movies, games, DVDs, or videos. [10] Part of the reason for such a large role is due to the fact that so much information is so immediately ready. When compared to traditional word-of-mouth, what would previously be limited by geography or logistics to certain areas or social groups now transcends into a global theater. And while certain knowledge may earlier have taken weeks or months to dissipate globally may now only be as close as a mouse click away. A good example of how fast consumer product information can spread due to the Internet would be the infamous u-lock incident in 2004 [11]. On September 12, a private consumer posted on an online cycling forum that he had discovered that the widely used Kryptonite u-lock could be opened simply using a plastic ball point pen. Two days later a video appeared online, allegedly proving the fault with the lock, which within one day of posting had been watched almost 1 million times. Four days later the news has spread to the point that even The New York Times covered it in a feature, and within ten days of the initial discovery it was estimated that seven million people were aware of the faulty locks. In order to save their reputation Kryptonite issued a recall that in total cost the company roughly $10 million. While this is a more extreme example, it highlights the potential the Internet has to dissipate the news or opinion of one consumer to a massive audience.

One new facet of word-of-mouth, introduced by the Internet, is that of online consumer reviews. If the Internet were to be seen as a virtual opinion platform [12] the online consumer review can be considered a manifestation of consumer recommendation by word-of-mouth in its most simplistic form as it is essentially a structured version of word-of-mouth on the Internet. There are many websites which contain or allow reviews such as 
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HYPERLINK "http://amazon.com/"com, epinions, or cnet where opinions and information can be found and accessed in large amounts with relative ease. However, while information is usually immediate and to the point, online consumer reviews differ from traditional word-of-mouth in that they often lack of context. Users and authors are usually anonymous to one degree or another while subtleties such as social cues or nuances can be lost on the reader or completely removed from the equation. Furthermore, anonymity also means that the identity or motive of the authors themselves may often be in doubt, or shrouded. Agents can misrepresent their identities and try and milk goodwill in a phenomenon coined by Friedman and Resnick as “cheap pseudonyms” [13]. This and other dynamics of manipulation will be discussed in more detail further in the paper.

Chapter 3. The Role of Online Consumer Reviews

A. Relevance to firms

In the previous chapter, a foundation was laid introducing some of the theory and ideas concerning word-of-mouth and online consumer reviews. In this section we shall discuss their  interest and relevance for firms as well as context and theory revolving around their implementation.

As was mentioned several times, online consumer reviews can be basically viewed as a structured version of word-of-mouth. This lends itself to the highly advantageous condition that they can be tangibly followed, and studied to a certain degree in a quantitative fashion.  Beyond this there are other facets of consumer reviews. Not only can they improve or maintain a brand's reputation but they can also raise general brand and product awareness. However Due to their dynamic and fluid nature, there are many elements which must be observed and taken into consideration. After studying the available studies and research concerning consumer reviews, several of these variable were classified into general concepts which will now be discussed.

Seller created Information and User created information

One of the features of online consumer reviews that makes it so dynamic is that it is consumer created information. This means that when a consumer is researching a potential purchase there are two distinct sources of information from which to base his or her decision. Seller information has a tendency to be product oriented and technical, meaning that in general it is of higher relevance to more technically sophisticated or expert  level users. Information that is generated by the users on the other hand tends to be  more user-oriented and caters to a wider variety of users including different backgrounds, situations, levels of expertise, and sophistication  which makes them more relevant and  accessible for a larger variety of users. Alba and Hutchinson [14] found that consumers of different expertise levels displayed varying degrees in their abilities to process product information. Highly technical product information can therefore theoretically be broken down into simpler concepts by expert users, and used by less sophisticated consumers to help identify and match products to their own idiosyncratic needs . It was this concept that Chien and Xie (2004) [15] put forth in their paper , where they argued that online consumer reviews could be seen as a part of the marketing communications mix. They suggested that firms could benefit by supplying or making available online consumer reviews, due to this very discrepancy in sophistication amongst users. The theory was that more sophisticated and expert users could write reviews that would be more useful for less sophisticated users, and act as what they called “free sales assistants.” However, the effective strength this phenomenon will have may be debatable as there has so far been little consensus in the research done so far concerning the relationship between propensity to engage in word-of-mouth and user expertise. Some papers have concluded that there is a negative relationship [16][17], and others have claimed that the relationship is positive [18][19]. Despite this however, it must be noted that whether or not someone is an expert does not necessarily negatively affect their ability to contribute insight, knowledge, or awareness. In the same paper by Chien and Xie [15] discussed earlier it was found that when consumer reviews were made available, it was almost always advantageous for the firm to provide full product information as full product disclosure affords more efficient reaching of target consumers. In this way, a firm can take full advantage of the dispersive effects reviews can have on spreading product information.

Firms and product characteristics

Further findings in the same paper by Chien and Xie [15] discussed earlier hint that online consumer reviews should be approached cautiously. Although we have generally portrayed  them in a positive light this does not necessarily mean that all firms will benefit from their immediate and complete implementation. There are a number of factors that must be taken into consideration when a firm weighs the possibility of making consumer reviews available. For instance, it was found that firms who have a wider variety of product assortment would benefit more from allowing consumers to write reviews than would  firms with a narrower variety of products. This is due to the fact that reviews will increase the product value for consumers who find a product match amongst the firms assortment. however when a match is not found, product value will decrease in the eyes of those consumers. With a larger range of products, a firm has a greater chance of matching a potential consumers needs and preferences. Furthermore,  the scope of the product market is also a concern. If the product is aimed towards a niche market, consumer reviews have less benefits than if aimed towards the mass-market. Niche-market consumers tend to be more informed and have a narrower scope of preferences, while mass-market consumers may have a much broader scope of preferences necessitating more assistance in matching products to their needs. The concept of using reviews as sales assistants also comes into higher relevance when considering high-tech, complicated products, as the discrepancies between user expertise will be larger than with less complicated products. When products are sophisticated,  and the majority of consumers are not, consumer reviews can create a significantly  beneficial outlet for product information which is easier to understand and more accessible for less sophisticated users.

Timing

Another important facet in the implementation of online consumer reviews is the timing with which that they are made available. Multiple studies have shown that there can be different effects and expectations regarding the impact and reception of online reviews, depending on how soon after product introduction. Timing effects however remains largely specific to the nature of the products, and can vary between industries. In the literature industry for example, Hu, Bose, et al. [20] found that a time dependent manipulation bias occurred in the ratings of books by users. Because the fans of certain authors tended to be amongst those consumers who purchased a book early after its release, the reviews made shortly after a book was published tended to be positively biased in the aggregate. As time goes on, the average rating tended to level out.  While this study was specific to the book industry, and was more dominant with popular authors, it would be feasible to imagine  that similar effects may be present in other industries, especially those where brand loyalty is a factor. In the technology market for instance, reviews are often higher upon the release of new products, but tend to plateau and lower as kinks and bugs are discovered. Chien and Xie [15] also mark timing as an important strategic variable, and caution against implementation too early after a product’s introduction due to loss of control over product information.

Due to the above mentioned examples, it is apparent that when considering the supply decision of online reviews that timing should be approached cautiously, and that analysis should be given in consideration of industry specific factors. For the large part, the timing issue may seem only relevant  when considering firms hosting the reviews online themselves, as everything else is essentially out of their hands. However, many of the issues discussed are still relevant variables that can affect how consumers regard a firm's products and rate them in their reviews, regardless of where those reviews may be hosted. Therefore even if the firm has no control over the consumer review supply decision, these issues concerning timing should still be important considerations when interpreting the results of consumer reviews.

Manipulation and Bias

As mentioned earlier in the paper, due to the nature of user created information, firms have little to no control over what is actually said in an online consumer review. Not only this, but due to manipulation, a measure of skepticism is warranted when dealing with consumer reviews. Manipulation of reviews is considered a form of fraud where producers, sellers,  authors, or anyone other than a genuine consumer writes a consumer review while posing as a real consumer and delivers an untruthful or biased review. Theoretical support and literature on review manipulation as well as its detection is  something that has only emerged recently and is a relatively new research field. Consequently, there is limited understanding or measures on the subject of how to detect review fraud and under what scenarios and various degrees it is a serious issue. Review fraud is not only committed by firms, but can also be performed by users. In this section we will discuss both types.

By firms

The very same reasons why the Internet is such a powerful information medium are also the reasons that make it relatively susceptible to manipulation. Because of the anonymity of the sources of information as well as the decentralized nature of the Internet, stakeholders in the outcome of online consumer reviews such as firms have strong incentive, albeit the dubious ethical dilemma, to strategically add their own biased voice to the reviews of their own products under guise of being a fellow consumer. Documenting and following review manipulation however, is something that has posed a challenge to all that have attempted to study it. While some firms may make public their financial documents and records, one would face considerably more resistance and reluctance if they were request any records concerning any manipulation or tampering of consumer reviews that they may have perpetrated. While this makes it difficult to get an idea of the scale and scope of how much manipulation is actually committed, there is enough documentation in existence to suggest that for some industries, review manipulation is a regular occurrence. In an interview [21]  with Jonathon Carson, CEO of buzzmetrics, It was revealed that promoting new CD’s through Internet chat rooms was commonplace to the point of almost being an industry standard. Not only this, but the music industry has also been known to employ professional marketers to post positive online consumer reviews praising new albums to help boost and promote sales. Publishers and authors of books have also been known to write favourable reviews for their own work, or have had friends and family write rave reviews in regards to their work. In an article written by former senior editor for Amazon.com, James Marcus, for the Washington post [22], some surprising findings were found based on an analysis of only a few thousand reviewers. It was revealed a large amount of the authors on amazon had received positive reviews from colleagues, Friends, family members, paid professionals, and sometimes even from themselves. Even so, while there is enough documented cases to suggest that review manipulation may be commonplace in certain industries, it is still incredibly difficult to detect, and the majority of evidence remains anecdotal. Differentiation between a doctored or phony review and one that is genuine is so difficult that even manual inspection cannot guarantee their detection, and consumers were at best only partially able to correct for bias and manipulation [23][24]. Because of this, it was suggested in the 2010 paper by Hu, Bose, et al. [20] that strategic review manipulation could be a feasible strategy for some firms, while a paper by Dellarocas [25] went so far as to suggest that while manipulation would normally decrease the value of consumer information available, it could also increase its informative powers in some specific cases. This occurs in situations where the level of manipulation is positively correlated to product quality. In this way, firms producing higher quality products inflates reviews of their products more than producers of lower quality products resulting in clearer and more distinguishable product hierarchy for consumers.  However, it was also found that if a sufficiently large enough amount of consumers posted honest reviews, the opposite effect would be had and review manipulation would decrease the value of consumer information. Furthermore, if such a policy were to be followed, firms could potentially get trapped in an arm’s race of wasteful expenditure to pay for “correctional” reviews to inflate and adjust their consumer reviews in respect to competitors. Therefore, while there are theoretically specific cases where strategic manipulation could be beneficial to consumers, it can be concluded that in general the costs of review manipulation outweigh the benefits for firms. Similar findings were made by Hu, Lieu, and Sambamurthy [23] who found that it was only viably beneficial to pursue a review manipulation strategy when still early in the product life-cycle and there were relatively few reviews available. As more authentic reviews are written, the amount and cost of firm created reviews necessary to effect aggregate ratings also increases until the point that the costs no longer outweigh the benefits.  Long term consequences were addressed by Hu, Bose, et al [20] who found that when employing a  review manipulation strategy, high fluctuations of ratings would appear which would be out of the manipulators control. Furthermore, consumers who found that the products did not live up to their expectations would eventually return and indicate that many of the reviews were not trustworthy or were misleading. There are also implications of loss for society due to inefficient information sharing as time and resources are wasted differentiating truthful reviews from non-truthful and making purchase decisions that result in mismatched products and consumer needs. Not only this but if consumers were to be made aware of such correctional activities they would most likely view them as paternalistic and ethically wrong which could seriously harm firm reputation. However for the sake of argument all aspects should be explored.

By users

Manipulation of consumer reviews is an occurrence that is not exclusively perpetrated by firms and sellers. Consumers and users themselves are also guilty of introducing bias to reviews. However the difference between firm manipulation and user manipulation is that in the instance of users, the manipulation is less a case of premeditated strategy and is more an aggregate manifestation of individual bias. The results however are similar in that while the source and motive of the manipulation may be different, the effects are an inflation or deflation of reviews. One of such effects that has been mentioned earlier in this paper in the section covering timing is the occurrence of book reviews being inflated by fans of the author early after being released [20]. This is an example of consumer self-selection bias, which is when the preferences between users may systematically differ over time [26]. Because online consumer reviews may be brief, and contextual clues may not be readily visible over the Internet, reviews may be obsolete in terms of context, taste, technology, or other preferences yet not reflect that accurately. In this way while being factually true and relevant at the time of conception, the review may no longer effectively be so at a later time period. This effect extends beyond the book industry as early consumers self-select products that they presume they will enjoy. Early adopters in the consumer electronics industry for example may be more sensitive to “cutting-edge” products than other members of the general consumer population who value other qualities such as simplicity or ease of use. These discrepancies in the weighting of different features can result in either positively or negatively biased reviews. Especially in the case of “cutting edge”  edge products, the technological breakthrough which afforded the product high initial reviews would mean that the early ratings would be obsolete in a similar manner that the product would be, as and when new technology replaces it. The existence of this self-selection effect helps to explain why the review ratings of the majority of products tends to decrease over time [26] [21].  It was further found by Li and Hitt [24] that consumers cannot fully correct for this sort of bias, effectively making the results the same as if they were willingly manipulated.

   If a product is horizontally or vertically differentiated can also have a biasing effect on reviews. Ratings for vertically differentiated goods may have a stronger tendency to differ based on objective differences based on quality, value, or fulfillment of purpose. However when dealing with horizontally differentiated products it is possible that discrepancies in rating may be more related to subjective judgments of value based on brand loyalty, or how well they fit the consumer image or lifestyle. [20] These are criteria that are not always contextually immediate in many reviews online.

   Another scenario of somewhat more direct consumer bias would be a case of correctional voting similar to that mentioned in the previous section regarding firm manipulation of consumer reviews. Conceivably, it is possible that when some consumers rate a firm's product they take the aggregate product score of all the reviewers into consideration and modify their own rating accordingly. An example would be if a consumer disagreed with a products total score which they felt was too high, and instead of their own honest rating posted an extremely low one to try and balance the aggregate total score.  The same occurrence could happen in an opposite scenario where a consumer felt that a products aggregate rating was  low and subsequently awarded the product a higher score than was initially intended in an effort to “correct” this perceived mistake. An example of this effect would be the controversy surrounding the scoring of the film WALL-E (2008) on Internet movie review website and community IMDB.com. [27] In this situation, certain members of the websites visitors felt that the movie had reached an unfair score due to bias of its proponents and encouraged other users to award the movie the lowest possible score in order to restore what they perceived as balance and fairness, which resulted in a rapid decrease of the films rating.

C. Effects on sales

When considering the relevance of online consumer reviews to firms and companies, probably the most important consideration would be their effect on sales. In this section we will discuss previous work on the subject of the impact of positive and negative online reviews on product sales, as well as exploring the manner and contexts in which they do so.

The question of whether or not online reviews can impact sales hardly needs to be asked. Firms and retailers deal with the real life consequences of their effects on a daily basis. And intuitively, one could note that if there was no effect, then review manipulation would not be the issue that it is. There are also many cases of empirical data available, for a variety of industries, which provide strong proof for the connection. In the film industry for example, multiple studies have already indicated that online movie reviews have a significant explanatory power for the box office returns of their respective movies [28][29], While Godes and Mayzlin [10] found a similar relationship regarding television viewership. In regards to the service industry,  Comscore and the Kelsey group conducted a survey [30] of over 2000 web users into the relationship between online reviews and the prices consumers were willing to pay for services. In the findings, it was revealed  that almost a quarter of the survey respondents made use of online consumer reviews before making an offline  purchase decision. Not only this, but review ratings were also shown to have a strong influence on the prices that firms can command for its services, with respondents willing to pay 20% more for the same services which received an “Excellent” rating as opposed to a “Good” review (based on a rating scale of 1 to 5). Such a large difference in pricing is a strong indication of the power that reviews can have over a firm's revenues as well as the perception of value for potential consumers. Further research conducted on the relationship between market value perceptions of mp3 players and what was dubbed “e-sentiment” was explored in a paper by Shin, Hanssens, et al. [31]. In their paper, “e-sentiment” referred to a count of positive and negative referrals to products from online documents which was quantified into a measurable figure. This figure was then compared to price fluctuations, as a measure of changes in perceived market value, to gain an insight into how the two variable were related. In their findings, not only did they find a correlation, but revealed that e-sentiment was the leading indicator for why a products prices fluctuated, with negative e-sentiment leading to a decrease in product price, and positive e-sentiment leading to an increase. These price fluctuations have a major impact on a firm's revenues as profit margins decrease, as well as the intuitive reasoning that a decrease in customer perceptions of product value leads to lower sales. This correlation was revealed to be so strong, that it was concluded that e-sentiment could even be used as a reliable indicator for changes in short term future profits.  Further interesting results were noted which indicated that both positive and negative online buzz had different impact speeds, with negative e-sentiment effecting prices quicker, as well as their being differences in the levels of impact depending on the base price and product awareness. According to the findings, positive online word of mouth had a stronger positive effect on price fluctuations for lesser known, lower priced items, while negative online buzz had a stronger negative effect on more well known, higher priced, items. This has serious implications for large, well known firms producing high end items as it means they are likely to be most susceptible to negative online reviews and should therefore closely monitor online sentiments.

   Similar findings regarding product awareness and review effect were also revealed by Zhu & Zhang [32] in their study on the effect of online reviews on the sales of video games, where it was found that reviews were most influential for lesser known games. In conjunction with the previous paper discussed, this would indicate that the role of online reviews as an information source grows significantly in environments where other sources are not readily available. Therefore it is also in the interest of smaller firms to invest in managing online reviews as the implications for their sales could be significant. The most interesting  contribution of the paper by Zhu and Zhang  however was the finding that there is a strong connection between the amount of Internet experience and the extent of impact a review has on a consumer. This would allude to the very important implication that the effect of online reviews on sales will continue to grow in the future as inevitably more and more consumers become more experienced with the Internet, highlighting the importance for firms to devote time and resources to their management.

Chapter 4. Behavioral Study

a. Motivations of participants

In the previous chapters we explored the effects and nature of online consumer reviews, as well as their impact and relevance to firms. In this section, we shall discuss and investigate literature pertaining to the dynamics involved in consumer motivation and the reasoning leading up to the act of posting an actual consumer review. Looking at previous research, we find some interesting findings regarding patterns amongst consumers and their propensity to voice dissatisfaction. When looking at the paper by Warland, Herrmann, and Willitts [33], it was found that amongst dissatisfied customers, there was a tendency for those who actually voiced their complaints to belong to higher socioeconomic classes. While in the papers by Settle and Golden, and Zaichokowsky and Liefeld [34] it was found that counter to intuition, personality traits such as self-confidence, dogmatism, and locus of control were only weakly correlated to tendency to complain. This indicates that, at least for off-line situations, complaint behavior seems to be more socioeconomic and financially related than personality oriented behavior. However it must be noted that both of the previous studies mentioned were conducted in the 1970’s, long before the advent of the world wide web. Especially when considering the democratizing effect of the Internet on information exchange and voicing of opinions, it is possible that these findings no longer hold. However, it is interesting to note that when considering the findings in the previous chapter, where it was noted that negative online word of mouth tends to affect high end items more, it would seem natural to make the connection that when it comes to more expensive items, disappointment in product failure or performance below expectation will be higher.

   While there are distinct patterns and characteristics concerning consumers and their propensity to engage in complaint behavior, a more interesting, as well as relevant side of the coin for firms, are those facets of consumer motivation to voice dissatisfaction that are somewhat within a firm’s scope of control. In a paper by Marsha Richins [35], motivations and propensity to publish negative online reviews were explored by means of both interviews and questionnaires. In her findings it was discovered, that the scale and source of the dissatisfaction has a large influence on a consumer's tendency to engage in negative word-of-mouth. The more serious the level of dissatisfaction, the larger the propensity to inform other consumers of their negative experience. Furthermore, not only the propensity, but also the effort expended in expressing dissatisfaction increases. Likewise, the larger the share of blame is placed on the product or distribution channel instead of themselves, again the propensity to engage in negative word-of-mouth increases. The findings most interesting in terms of firm response and complaint management, were that the lower the perception of firm responsiveness to customer dissatisfaction, the greater the likelihood for the consumer  to engage in negative word-of-mouth. Even more interestingly, it was also found that unsatisfactory firm response to dissatisfaction had a greater likelihood to result in negative word of mouth, instead of direct complaints to the firm itself.  Taking all these findings into consideration, we could conclude that there is a strong indication that external sources for dissatisfaction effect propensity to engage in negative word-of-mouth positively, while internal sources affect it negatively. Furthermore, firm response seems to be the crucial determinant that influences a customer's decision between simply complaining to a firm or engaging in negative word of mouth. This would seem intuitive as one would imagine that to a customer who felt that their unsatisfactory experience had not been properly managed, warning other consumers would be a last response option. This was corroborated in a paper by Engel, Blackwell, and Miniard [36] who found that consumers often engaged in word-of-mouth in order to reduce purchase doubts. Therefore, it would seem that the management of online consumer reviews as well as the management of dissatisfaction for consumers would go hand-in-hand for firms, as the higher consumer’s confidence in a firm's ability and likelihood to rectify a situation, the less likely they are  to engage in negative word of mouth activities.

b. Dynamics involved in online review reception

Credibility based on familiarity

Having discussed the effect of online consumer reviews and digital word of mouth on a firm’s sales, we next turn our attention to the differences in how they are perceived and processed by consumers themselves. As mentioned earlier in this paper, online consumer reviews are seen by many consumers as to be one of the most reliable and credible sources, with many consumers seeing it as having what was referred to by Allsop et al. [8] as a “people like me” quality, due to the fact that the authors were perceived as fellow consumer peers. There is also a tendency for consumers to feel that others may have better and more information and comprehension of the products than themselves, as was discussed in the earlier section concerning herd behavior in chapter 3. This casual and peer generated quality is something that many consumers also scan for when reading reviews, as was revealed in the study by Schindler and Bickart [37], who noted that online shoppers often rely on textual clues when reading reviews such as slang and emotional wording to provide validity clues. In this same line of reasoning, an interesting finding was discussed in the paper by Shin, Hanssens, and Gajula [31] who found that reviews that also included some negativity can actually lend credibility to products, as consumers perceive it as a sign of honesty and validity. This effect was especially prevalent in lower priced items. While it did not increase customer perceived value, it did lower perceived risk. This effect was found to be strong enough in some cases that it even lead to higher prices for such lower value items. Similar findings were also corroborated in a 2009 article by Mirela Iverac [38] who noted that reviews that included both pros and cons were perceived as more realistic by readers.

Quantity and Quality

As was apparent in the discussion of the effect on sales seen in chapter three, it is obvious that the influence on consumers is significant. In the report by Comscore [30] mentioned previously in chapter three, it was found that after conducting consumer review based product research, up to  40% of review readers subsequently followed up in a purchase of said product or service, which seems to reflect a respectably strong relationship. An interesting caveat of this effect however, which has been explored in some previous studies is that the nature of the influence reviews have on sales can differ depending on their quantity and quality. Although causality was not explored, studies by Lee [39] as well as that of Park et al. [40] went further into the relationship between online consumer reviews and purchase intention. In both papers it was found that the higher the quality of arguments in the online review, including support in the form of facts,  the more positive the effect on consumer purchase decision. High quantity of online reviews available for a product were also shown to be a positive effect on the purchase decision as large quantities of reviews indicated item popularity to review readers. Even more interestingly, was the finding that the degree of how relevant a product was to review readers, in what they referred to as consumer involvement, dictated different responses to both quantity and quality of consumer reviews. Consumers with high levels of product involvement were found to respond more strongly to higher quality of review argument, while consumers with lower levels of involvement were found to be more responsive to the quantity of online reviews for a product. Quantity of reviews for high involvement users only seemed to be a factor when the review qualities were high as well. These divisions in consumer criteria importance have strong implications for firms, highlighting the importance of finding the right fit for the way they choose to represent the digital review content and their target audience. For example, firms who may feel the need to try and target more low involvement level consumers may want to insure ease of posting online reviews to promote a higher volume of reviews, while firms who are targeting high involvement users may want to require that reviews are written in a certain format in order to ensure a standard of review quality.

Gender Differences

   Another issue to take into account will be the gender of the reader of the online consumer review. It has been found in multiple studies that females have a higher propensity to desire for social connections, leading to higher active word-of-mouth participation [41][42] while it was especially in a paper by Garbarino, and Strahilevitz [43] where it was found that product recommendation from peers and acquaintances tended to have a stronger effect on females than on males. Furthermore, while males tended to selectively process information and rely more on heuristics, females also tend to seek out as much information as possible, including information which may not be directly correlated. This higher word-of-mouth receptivity  also translated into higher sensitivity. In the paper by Bae and Lee [44] it was found that while consumer purchase intentions  in general are more sensitive to negative online consumer reviews than positive, this effect was found to especially true for females. It would therefore not be unreasonable to conclude that firms who deal in products with a large female consumer base should cater to this difference, and make use of positive consumer reviews as a promotional device, as well as closely manage and monitor them for feedback.

Chapter 5 Quantitative research

Explanation of the research

The quantitative analysis part of  this paper is based on an 18 question, digitally administered, questionnaire which can be found in the appendix. Respondents were instructed to answer the question in regards to the consumer electronic market in order to provide a frame of reference. In order to promote as high a response rate as possible, all but one of the questions were posed with answers to be made in multiple choice form. The purpose of the questionnaire was to gain a better understanding of any connections and correlations regarding the demographics of online consumer readers and creators, and their motivations and attitudes, with the questions being classified as follows:

	Classification
	Details
	Questions

	Background information
	Age, wage bracket, nationality , location, education, and employment status
	1,2,3,4,5,6, and 7

	Internet experience
	What activities and how much time spent on the Internet daily
	8 and 9

	Experience in writing online consumer reviews
	How much experience in writing reviews, as well as motivation and attitudes
	10,11,12,13,14,15,16, and 17

	Experience in reading online consumer reviews
	How often reviews are consulted and what consumers find attractive in a review
	18,19,20,21,22, and 23

	Attitudes towards recommendations
	What ranking order do consumers place product recommendation sources  in, based on influence and trustworthiness
	24 and 25


The first group of questions are intended to gather demographic information about the respondents. The results of these questions will constitute the main basis for our correlation tests later in the paper with the intent of discovering any demographic connections or patterns between consumer segments and attitudes on online consumer reviews.

The questions that follow after, are in regards to Internet experience and were designed to create a portfolio of respondent’s Internet activities. Here, we determine the hours spent per day by respondents as well as creating a profile of the numerous activities  that respondents use the Internet for.

The third group of questions are in designated to those respondents who have previously written an online consumer reviews. The questions were designed to investigate the frequency with which reviews are written, and the motives for those who decide to write an online review, including what situational discrepancies affect those motives.

The next group of questions regard those consumers who have consulted online consumer reviews in the past. Here, the questions have been specified ascertain their tendency to do so, as well as to gain an idea of what elements of an online review consumers find attractive.

The last two questions of the survey are derived to derive how respondents perceived online consumer reviews compared to other sources of product recommendation. Respondents were asked to place the respective sources in order of trustworthiness and personal influence in order to gain a relative idea of how they perceived online consumer reviews.

General summary of the respondent profiles

In total, the survey was ultimately completed by 97 respondents ranging from a wide variety of backgrounds. Twenty one distinct nationalities were represented living in 18 different countries, with the two largest nations represented being The Netherlands and The United States, respectively. The dominant community type was urban, with over half the respondent living in cities, and roughly 35% living in the suburbs, and 10% living in rural areas. The age of respondents ranged from below 20 to 60+ with roughly two thirds falling in under the age of  30.  In terms of education, once again all categories were represented, however the clear majority of the respondents were bachelor degree graduates at 41.24%. Of all the respondents, the majority were either students or currently employed for wages, at 35.7% and 45.8% respectively. When it came to income, roughly 23% of the respondents opted to not disclose their household income. Almost 15% of respondents earned less than 10,000$, and the second largest group following closely at 14%, being in the 50 to 60 thousand $ per year bracket.

Analysis of the findings

In this section we shall discuss the results of some of the more significant survey questions before commencing with a more thorough and advanced statistical correlations in the section. After collecting information in order to divide the respondents into market segments, consumers were asked about the amounts and nature of their Internet habits, which is presented on the following page in Figure 1. As can be seen, the largest group were the respondent who spent roughly 4-5 hours per day, followed by the two groups of 2-3 hours per day and 3-4 hours per day which were evenly matched. Interestingly, the smallest group was that which spent less than an hour per day on Internet, which could perhaps reflect a bias in the sampling group.

When looking at the number of activities that the respondents reported using the Internet for we see that all of the categories scored relatively high, with at least half the respondents reporting them as making up a part of their Internet usage. The three most frequently reported activities however were checking emails and social networking at respectively 94% and 79% of all respondents, closely followed by News and Current Events, indicating the importance placed by respondents on the Internet as a communication and information platform.

Interestingly, when looking at the results summarized in Figure 2, we see that almost half of the respondents indicated having written an online consumer review at 47%. From this group of review writers, it can be seen in Figure 3 that roughly half write reviews once a year or less, while 23% reported to writing a review 2-4 times a year, 10.42% writing a review 5-7 times a year, 4.17% writing 7-10 times a year, and a surprising 10.42% writing more than 10 reviews per year. Because of the declining percentages of users review writing habits as the number of reviews increased, except for the surprising jump back up to almost 11% when reaching more than 10 reviews per year, it would not be unreasonable to conclude that this last group may constitute a group of consumers who could be differentiated from the rest and may follow different motivational patterns for writing reviews.

   The following section was directed specifically at consumers who indicated to having written online consumers reviews in the past. From that section of the survey, we found that negative product experiences tended to have a large motivating factor (Figure 4 ), with nearly 50% of the respondents either partially, or completely agreeing that it had a large effect on their decision to write a review. On the other hand, when it came to positive product experiences, respondents seemed to attribute less effect on their motivation to write online consumer reviews (Figure 5). The amount of respondents either partially or completely agreeing was 10% less than with negative experiences, while a significantly larger rate of respondents neither agreed nor disagreed. These findings corroborate with earlier research mentioned in the literature section of this paper, which found that negative experiences had a larger motivational effect on review writing motivation than positive.
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    When looking at consumer review content, we also see that the majority of the consumers tended to lean towards providing casual and anecdotal information as opposed to advanced technical insight. looking at Figures 6 and 7 we can see that while only 22% of respondents either partially or completely agreed to focusing on advanced technical insights, more than half agreed to focusing on casual and anecdotal information.
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From the section regarding review readers we see that almost every single respondent has read an online review previously, with only two respondents answering that they had not.  Moreover, over 82% of respondents either partially or completely agreed to consulting online consumer reviews before any major purchase decision (Figure 8), and a total of 64% of them either partially or completely agreed to reading as many reviews as possible when researching a specific product. (Figure 9)
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Also interesting is that while review writers tended towards focusing on more casual and anecdotal insight, review readers seemed to find expert level insight more attractive. It was found that roughly 60% of respondents either partially or fully agreed to finding expert level insights attractive, as compared to the 43% who either partially or completely agreed to finding casual level insights attractive. And when asked as to whether they tend to read statistical summaries in lieu of individual reviews, more than half  of the  respondents indicated partial to complete disagreement, while almost a quarter of respondents agreed with the statement.

In the last section regarding how consumers ranked different sources of consumer information in regards to influence and trustworthiness. This was done by coding the responses and then totaling them to give each source an aggregate score. the results have been summarized in following table:

	Product Recommendation Medium
	Total Points Awarded For Influence
	Total Points Awarded For Trustworthiness

	Review written by online journal or professional reviewer
	368
	372

	Online review written by fellow consumers
	352
	333

	Recommendation by friend or acquaintance
	385
	378

	Advertisement
	187
	193

	Endorsement by a celebrity you like or respect
	149
	173


Interestingly, we see that for both influence as well as trustworthiness, the five product recommendation sources seem to be divided into two distinct groups. Recommendation by friend, online review by professional, and online review by consumer seem to all three have scored similarly, ranking respectively first, second, and third for both influence and trustworthiness. Ranked significantly lower follow advertisement and celebrity endorsement, which also scored similarly. Once again for both influence and trustworthiness, these two sources ranked fourth and fifth for both, respectively.

Results of Correlation and Significance

Following the previous general analysis of the results, we shall now take a further look to see if any deeper connections or distinct correlations exist between the respondents and their preferences. During the analysis, we shall maintain a significance level of 5% for all tests against the null hypothesis, which is that there is no significant relationship between the variables concerned. Due to the length of the survey, there are many combinations of variables and correlations to investigate, as well as many tests that could have been performed. However for the sake of brevity and cohesion, the discussion of tests and variable combinations is limited to those that are most relevant to this study and that resulted in significant relationships. Correlation testing with the propensity of respondents to read reviews (question 18 on the survey) was omitted from the study as the answers were almost universally positive and would not result in any  reliable test results.

    To start, we shall take a look at the age dispersion to see if there exists any differences in the answers given in the survey which could be explained by the age of the respondents. Looking at the results the only significant relationship found was regarding whether respondents found reviews with casual insights more attractive.

Independent: Age

	Variable
	F-Test
	Significance Level

	Casual insights attractive (Q22)
	2.462
	.039


In order to gain a further understanding of the nature of the relationship, the responses were coded in order to deduce the average score awarded by the different age segments, the results of which can be seen in the table below:

Independent: Attractiveness of casual insights scores

	Age Group
	Mean Score Awarded

	25 and below 1
	3.325

	between 25 and 30 2
	3.428

	between 30 and 40 3
	3.8

	between 40 and 50 4
	3.143

	between 40 and 50 5
	3.143

	between 50 and 60 6
	2.625

	60+ 7
	2.6


Looking at the mean score ratings, it seems as if starting from the first segment scores tended to rise indicating that respondents agreed that casual insights were more and more attractive until after the age of 40-50 when it trended back down again until leaning more towards disagreeing with the survey question statement. This trend of increasing attractiveness as respondents age increases, before peaking and then decreasing again can be seen in the following graph.
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The next demographic variable that tested are the wage segments of respondents, with which no statistically significant correlations could be found. However, it was noted that the relationship with the level of attractiveness found in reviews with advanced technical insights was very close to being significantly different between levels of respondent education, as can be seen in the following table:

Independent: Education level

	Tested on
	F-Value
	Significance Level

	Technical insights attractive in reviews
	2.083
	.053


Although technically not significant, the level of .053 is very close to the statistically significant level of .05. Especially when taking into consideration the large variety of education levels represented in the relatively small sample size, a closer inspection of the relationship and  mean scores awarded is warranted, which can be found in the following table:  

	Education Level
	Mean score awarded

	High school, not completed 3
	3

	High school graduate - or equivalent (i.e. GED) 4
	3.29

	Vocational / Technical school 5
	2.67

	Some college, not completed 6
	3.25

	Bachelor's degree or equivalent 7
	3.85

	Master's degree 8
	3.78

	Professional degree 9
	4

	Doctorate degree 10
	3


With exception of the some outliers, generally the scores seem to be trending upwards as education level of respondents increases. It would furthermore not be unreasonable to remove the two outlier groups of those respondents with with doctorate and vocational degrees as both groups only consist of only 3 respondents, further strengthening the aforementioned trend as can be seen in the following graph.
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Therefore, while the relationship is not statistically significant for this sample group, it is still very close to the significant level of 5% as well as displaying an apparent positive trend which makes it warranted of cautious consideration. It is for this reason that it has been included in the results of the study

Time spent on Internet daily 
	Variable
	F-Value
	Significance Level

	Consult for important purchases
	2.245
	.046


After coding the answers into scores and plotting the means we can see that there is a upward trend visible in the graph below. As respondents spend more time is spent on the internet.so does their tendency to consult online reviews for purchase decisions grow in kind. This indicates a positive relationship between the two variables. This seems similar to findings by Zhu & Zhang 32[18] who also discovered a relationship between the amount of Internet experience and the extent of impact a review has on a consumer, which was mentioned in chapter three.
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Employment Status

	Variable
	F-test
	Significance Level

	Write Online Reviews
	3.209
	.016


Due to the lower representation of some of the employment subgroups, it was decided to merge the groups for homemakers, retirees, and those respondents who were unemployed and not seeking employment. After coding the results and investigating the different means scores awarded by the different employment, some interesting findings resulted. In the following graph, a mean score of 1 represents a propensity to respond yes to the question of whether or not they write reviews. A mean score of 2 reflects a propensity of the respondent group to answer no. 
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Oddly enough, It seems that the employed as well as the unemployed seem to be the two most likely groups to write reviews, while students, homemakers, and retirees seem less likely to write them. Theoretically, one might make the logical conclusion that it is perhaps because of the higher disposable income of employed respondents which would lead to them making more purchases and subsequently write more reviews. However that would not explain why the unemployed  tied for the highest mean rating score. One explanation for why the unemployed have a high tendency to write reviews could be because they have more time on their hands, however this was not corroborated with any significant correlation to the number of reviews written per year, which would logically also be higher if that were the case. Looking back at previous demographic variables analyzed we see that this has nothing to do with wages or age, as those two variables were not significantly correlated with respondents writing online reviews or not, so the correlation does not appear to be related to job security or stage of life. Therefore it would appear a possible deciding factor would seem to be work eligibility, meaning that those respondents who are either working, or would theoretically be eligible to work, are those who write the most reviews. This could possibly be due to the fact that although the unemployed respondents are currently without jobs, they do eventually intend to rejoin the workforce and thus have not adjusted their spending habits accordingly. They therefore consume similarly to as they did when they were employed and subsequently do not write less online reviews. However at this point this remains pure speculation which would require further investigation in another study.

Aspects of Internet usage

When comparing the different elements of Internet usage ascertained from survey question nine with the results of the rest of the questionnaire, some interesting connections were found.

First of all, a significant correlation was determined between respondents who reported using the Internet in connection with their hobbies, and the frequency with how often they write reviews. As can be seen in the following table the significance level marks below .05 and thus results in a rejection of the nul hypothesis that there is no correlation.

	Variable
	F-test
	Significance Level

	consult internet for hobbies vs how often write reviews
	6.665
	.013


After coding the results of all respondents, it was found that those respondents who use the internet in connection with their hobbies gave a mean score of 1.6 while those who did not awarded a mean score of 1.05. This reflects a  higher tendency of those respondents who pursue their hobbies online to also write more reviews than those who do not.

Another correlation found was between those respondents who indicated that they use the internet for online shopping and the tendency to consult the internet before important purchases. In general,  most respondents indicated a tendency to consult the internet before making important purchase decision, however when comparing the results of those respondents who answered yes to using the internet for shopping to those who did not, a mean coded score of 4.33 no 3.88 were found, respectively. This rather large disparity in scores reflects that respondents who shopped online had an even higher tendency to consult the internet for important purchases than average.

	Variable
	F-test
	Significance Level

	use Internet for shopping vs consult for important decisions
	6.776
	.011


Lastly, an interesting result was found concerning people who use Internet for social networking. It was found here that a significant correlation existed with the perceived trustworthiness that respondents placed in a friend's opinion on purchase decisions

	Variable
	F-test
	Significance Level

	use Internet social networking  vs trustworthiness of friend's opinions
	4.525
	.036


Coded mean scores of .71 for those respondents who use social networking websites versus a a score of 2.17 for those who don't reflect that the first group finds friend's recommendations more trustworthy than the second. Intuitively it would seem that those respondents who may be more social in general are also the same ones who would place a higher stock in the opinion of their friends and peers.

A. Answers to the research questions

It is at this juncture that we shall use the  information previously gathered to answer the research questions posed in the beginning of the paper.

First and foremost; through means of finding a multitude of significantly correlating characteristics, it has been concluded that there are indeed traits and patterns existing amongst the users of online consumer reviews and their behavior. Not only are these  relationships apparent when considering those respondents who read reviews, but there are also unique correlations concerning those who write reviews.

when considering those relationships concerning the readers of online consumer reviews, relationships were found which correlated with respondent age and education level. Specifically it was found that the level of attractiveness of casual insights peaked around respondent age of 40 to 50 years old, before decreasing steadily as age increased, however no definitive reasoning could explain this phenomenon. Furthermore, attractiveness of technical insights increased positively along with respondent education level showed a relationship that was very close to significant under the 95% level. While its discussion does represent a relaxation of the methods dictated for the analysis, the pattern that was discovered does hold some interesting implications for firms.

Among the relationships found concerning those who write reviews  include the correlation between the proportion of time spent on the internet daily, and the propensity to consult online reviews before making purchases. It would make sense that the consumers who tend to spend more time on the internet also use it as an source when conducting product information research. However this was the only connection found in regards to the amount of internet use, and did not extend towards a greater propensity to write reviews as well. Interestingly, the different aspects of internet use by respondents seemed to be a richer source of correlations.

When comparing these to the answers of the survey, a number of connections were found. First of which was that people who use the internet for hobbies tend also to have a higher propensity to write more reviews. Another was that consumers who shop online tend to consult internet for important purchase decisions more. And Lastly it was found that people who engage more in online social networks tend to place more trust in their friends recommendations.

Counted among the somewhat more surprising results were the findings concerning the relationship between employment status and propensity to both write and consult reviews. Here we found that It was the employed and unemployed that both consulted as well as wrote the most reviews, while groups such as students, unemployed but not looking for employment, and retirees utilized them less. This seems counterintuitive as one would expect the unemployed to consume less, and ergo read and write less reviews. One possible theory is that the connection may have something to do with employment eligibility and not employment status itself. This would explain the lower propensity of students and retirees to write and consult reviews as they are respectively in pre and post-employment phases. Unemployed respondents who are still looking for employment may only be temporarily unemployed due to frictional or seasonal unemployment and  thus not adjust their expenditures accordingly. This is a concept which was is supported by the principles of the permanent income hypothesis set by Milton Friedman. 
This may explain why both the employed as well as the unemployed both have a higher tendency to read and write reviews as opposed to students, retirees, and the unemployed who are not looking for jobs. Although might think that retirees would have additional expendable income and therefore should also be more inclined to consume more, the lack of online review utilization does not prove the contrary. A possible explanation for this is that when looking at retired respondents instead of the consolidated group, we see that they are on the lower spectrum of the amount of internet use per day. This characteristic was incidentally found to be significantly positively correlated with the propensity to consult the internet for important purchase.

B. Implications of the conclusions

Online consumer reviews are something that companies will have to deal with one way or another. As communication possibilities expand and more and more people have access to such an equalizing force as the Internet, the only variable left to companies is how to try and make it work in their advantage as much as possible.   The information gathered in this paper, along with the accumulated theory presented in the first half of the paper, sets a basis which shows to a degree that through proper and extensive market research,  a company's strategy for the management of online consumer reviews is something that can be effectively  tailored and fine-tuned to maximize results. However, due to the fluid nature of the internet, successful implementation of such a strategy requires a diligent research and understanding of a firm's consumer base and its product.

Several issues and concerns must be kept in mind in order to optimize online consumer review management. Some of the issues will vary from firm to firm, and some are more general. Many of the general concerns were already outlined in section 3, where the timing and source of reviews were shown to be critical factors that affect consumer perception of products and their respective reviews.

As was discussed earlier in the paper Manipulation is not a viable option. While there are certain theoretical situations where review manipulation could be used to a firm's advantage, in the end it would be socially efficient and would most likely not be translatable into the real world. Notwithstanding the ethical and legal ramifications.

The best strategy for a firm regarding online review management would be regarding its facilitation, presentation, and reaction.  The facilitation of online reviews is in a company’s advantage and affords it the most control. Not with the intention of censorship, but rather a strategic arrangement and presentation of the feedback with the purpose of increasing the knowledge base and value for potential customers. Depending on its consumer and product type, firms are recommended to steer and encourage reviews that would put the most possible positive spin on review impact. The most important aspect of such management would involve careful and extensive research and knowledge of the users, of its products, as well as the creators and users of its respective online consumer reviews. An essential necessity for this strategy to work, is a deep knowledge and understanding of a firm's consumer base. Depending on the kind of products concerned, extensive research should be conducted to determine what kind of consumers are using their products, the kind of information desired by users, as well as the same respective information concerning those users who are most likely to create online reviews. Arrangements should be made to adjust the way online reviews are designed and presented accordingly. For example, if a firm were to discover that the majority of its consumer base were highly educated, they could release as much technical product information as possible in an effort to encourage more reviews with technical insight. To create another example using the  survey results, it was found that that people who use the internet in conjunction with their hobbies have a higher tendency to write reviews, while people who are more active on online social media place greater importance on the recommendations of their friends and families. These two relationships could be of a very high relevance to certain specific companies, especially when used together in conjunction. Real world application may be relevant to a  firm involved in the production of equipment for hobbyists who may find it beneficial to integrate their online feedback system with social media communities like Facebook so that consumers can directly rate and recommend products between their friends networks.  

While these are rather specific examples, they serve the purpose of giving an illustration of the kind of analysis that will be required by firms for proper online consumer review management. Different industries will have different sorts of consumers and proper management will undoubtedly require some customization and tailoring of a how a firm deals with its online reviews, but with this paper it should be apparent that there are indeed relationships and connections between the users and creators of reviews that would afford a firm with a reasonable amount of control. Furthermore it should be apparent through some of the findings that reviews that are not hosted by  firm itself are not necessarily outside of a firm's influence. Through tactics such as the facilitation and release of different types of product information, as well as a proactive response to consumer feedback, a level of control and influence  is not unattainable. Most important for the management of consumer reviews would appear to a well prepared and accurate understanding of a firm's consumer base  and target market as well as their characteristics and idiosyncrasies when concerning online reviews.

Limitations of the research methods

In order to best understand the results of the paper, and to fully extrapolate  as much as possible, it is important to understand as well where the limitations of the study are. In this section we will discuss issues and limitations of the questionnaire and study that may affect the validity of the findings.

First and foremost would be the medium of application of the survey. By conducting the survey online, the survey results may have been biased in its respondent selection. This is especially crucial in regards to the questions regarding the frequency of reading and writing online consumer reviews, as well as the amount and aspects of internet usage. It is certainly possible that the results of these questions were affected by a selection bias.

Another factor that has to be considered is language of the survey. As can be seen in the general analysis, the respondents stem from a wide variety of backgrounds, not all of which were from English speaking countries. This may have led to some confusion regarding certain terms or words used. Also, although the variety in respondent backgrounds may lend itself to a diverse answer base, it may also mean that the results do not allow to focus on a particular market segment. Furthermore, due to the large variance in nationalities in what is a relatively small sample group, any traits or variations on behavior may not hold much validity and are instead based on coincidence.

The length of the survey may also have contributed to some questioning of validity. Due to its relatively long size, respondents may become frustrated or less willing to apply the same amount of concentration and thought into all of the questions.

There were also a number of specific areas of consumer characteristics which would certainly have benefited from further questioning and would have increased the amount of data and variable with which to experiment. However, even though the survey was basic, it was already relatively long and any additions would have jeopardized validity further.

Another issue could be the sometimes ambiguous wording of some of the question. For example question 19, where reference is made to “a significant purchase decision” which is of course a subjective judgment as to what constitutes as significant. However, while this allows interpretation on the behalf of the survey respondent, the purpose was to gauge only whether the respondent would put trust into an online survey for purchases that they would consider relatively importance. Importance itself is a relatively subjective term, differing between consumer based on needs, preferences, and income bracket. Adding guidelines as to what would constitute importance would needlessly clutter and add confusion to the survey without adding significant gains in explanatory power when considering the goals of the survey, which were to determine whether or not significant relationships existed or not.

Suggestions for Further Study

Although we have shown that differences and relationships between online consumer review users do exists and may be theoretically used to benefit a firm's online review management, the results found hinge on the findings of this paper’s results. As discussed in the previous section, there are a number of reasons to question the validity of the findings. Because of this, another survey with a more extensive sample size, simply to confirm the results, would not be unwarranted.

Furthermore, the main objective of this study was to determine whether or not there existed distinctive relationships amongst the users of online reviews with the purpose of lending towards firm strategy and management. While that goal was achieved, the resulting positive conclusion opens up a myriad of directions for further study. Combinations of consumer and product types may result in a large variety of possible interesting correlations. With the limited time and resources of this study, really only the surface of what is possible has been scratched.

Larger sample size, and more open questions would undoubtedly benefit the research. Perhaps a panel study where participants discussed where online review management could be improved on. Of course, not all facets need be researched, as certainly some will only be of interest to niche markets and firms, however there are many general areas which allow for deep analysis. Review writing motivation for instance in and of itself is just one area which could be heavily analyzed for correlations amongst consumer types or characteristics.

In order to implement a strategy of managing online consumer reviews successfully , there are also other aspects which require investigation. One such aspect is the visual psychology involved in the minds of those creating and reading online consumer reviews. Subliminally trying to affect a consumer's mood, especially at critical moments, may be an element that is worth examination. Certain layouts, colors, and text styles may be psychologically calming and may reduce negative feedback or encourage positive feedback. Likewise, when presenting data to review readers, layout and color of the reviews may be presented  in a way that makes positive reviews more psychologically prominent to viewers. Whether or not this is a viable path that could feasibly become part of a firm's strategic tool belt will require further examination.
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Appendix: online consumer review survey
Thank you for participating in this questionnaire, This will take approximately 5 minutes of your time. All questionnaires received are processed anonymously. The results will be applied in my bachelor research thesis and will not be used for any commercial purposes. Please answer honestly and to the best of your abilities

Important Note: The following survey is largely concerning online consumer reviews. As a frame of reference please answer all questions in regards to the consumer electronics market

Please indicate your age from the following groups[image: image8.wmf]


	[image: image9.wmf] between 20 and 25

	[image: image10.wmf] between 25 and 30

	[image: image11.wmf] between 30 and 40

	[image: image12.wmf] between 40 and 50

	[image: image13.wmf] between 50 and 60

	[image: image14.wmf] 60+




What is your Nationality?
[image: image15.wmf]


What is your country of residence?
[image: image16.wmf]


How would you describe your community type?[image: image17.wmf]


	[image: image18.wmf] Urban

	[image: image19.wmf] Suburban

	[image: image20.wmf] Rural


Please indicate your total yearly household income (rough euro equivelance in parenthesis)[image: image21.wmf]


	[image: image22.wmf] Less than $10,000 (~ 7000 euros)

	[image: image23.wmf] $10,000 to $19,999 (~ 7000 to 14000 euros)

	[image: image24.wmf] $20,000 to $29,999 (~ 14000 to 21000 euros)

	[image: image25.wmf] $30,000 to $39,999 (~ 21000 to 28000 euros)

	[image: image26.wmf] $40,000 to $49,999 (~ 28000 to 35000 euros)

	[image: image27.wmf] $50,000 to $59,999 (~ 35000 to 42000 euros)

	[image: image28.wmf] $60,000 to $69,999 (~ 42000 to 49000 euros)

	[image: image29.wmf] $70,000 to $79,999 (~ 49000 to 56000 euros)

	[image: image30.wmf] $80,000 to $89,999 (~ 56000 to 63000 euros)

	[image: image31.wmf] $90,000 to $99,999 (~ 63000 to 70000 euros)

	[image: image32.wmf] $100,000 to $149,999 (~ 70000 to 104000 euros)

	[image: image33.wmf] $150,000 or more (~ 104000 euros or more)

	[image: image34.wmf] I prefer not to disclose


What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? If currently enrolled, mark the highest degree received.[image: image35.wmf]


	[image: image36.wmf] No schooling completed

	[image: image37.wmf] Nursery school to 8th grade

	[image: image38.wmf] High school, not completed

	[image: image39.wmf] High school graduate - or equivalent (i.e. GED)

	[image: image40.wmf] Vocational / Technical school

	[image: image41.wmf] Some college, not completed

	[image: image42.wmf] Bachelor's degree or equivalent

	[image: image43.wmf] Master's degree

	[image: image44.wmf] Professional degree

	[image: image45.wmf] Doctorate degree


Other

[image: image46.wmf]


Regarding your Employment Status, Are you currently...?[image: image47.wmf]


	[image: image48.wmf] Employed for wages

	[image: image49.wmf] Self-employed

	[image: image50.wmf] Out of work and looking for work

	[image: image51.wmf] Out of work but not currently looking for work

	[image: image52.wmf] A homemaker

	[image: image53.wmf] A student

	[image: image54.wmf] Retired

	[image: image55.wmf] Unable to work


How much time would you estimate you spend on the Internet per day on average?
[image: image56.wmf]


	[image: image57.wmf] Less than an hour

	[image: image58.wmf] 1-2 hours

	[image: image59.wmf] 2-3 hours

	[image: image60.wmf] 2-4 hours

	[image: image61.wmf] 4-5 hours

	[image: image62.wmf] 5-6 hours

	[image: image63.wmf] more than 6 hours


What kind of activities do you use the Internet for? (multiple answers possible)[image: image64.wmf]


	[image: image65.wmf] Check e-mails

	[image: image66.wmf] Social networking

	[image: image67.wmf] Shopping

	[image: image68.wmf] Hobbies

	[image: image69.wmf] Entertainment

	[image: image70.wmf] Work

	[image: image71.wmf] News and current events

	[image: image72.wmf] Research and educational purposes


other

[image: image73.wmf]


Have you ever written an online review concerning a product that you had personal experience with?
[image: image74.wmf]


	[image: image75.wmf] yes

	[image: image76.wmf] No (you may skip to question 18)


Roughly how often do you write an online review?[image: image77.wmf]


	[image: image78.wmf] Less than once a year

	[image: image79.wmf] Once a year

	[image: image80.wmf] 2-4 Times a year

	[image: image81.wmf] 5-7 Times a year

	[image: image82.wmf] 8-10 Times a year

	[image: image83.wmf] More than 10 times a year


For the next question, please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"I feel more compelled to write a review for a product, if I have had a more negative experience with it"
[image: image84.wmf]


	[image: image85.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image86.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image87.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image88.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image89.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"I feel more compelled to write a review for a product, if I have had a more positive experience with it"
[image: image90.wmf]


	[image: image91.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image92.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image93.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image94.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image95.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"I write reviews regardless of whether my experience was particularly positive or negative"[image: image96.wmf]


	[image: image97.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image98.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image99.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image100.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image101.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"When writing a review i try to focus more on giving advanced technical insight"   [image: image102.wmf]


	[image: image103.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image104.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image105.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image106.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image107.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"When writing a review i try to focus more on giving anecdotal and casual insight"[image: image108.wmf]


	[image: image109.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image110.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image111.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image112.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image113.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"How many times the product has already been reviewed has an effect on my decision whether or not to add my own experience"[image: image114.wmf]


	[image: image115.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image116.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image117.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image118.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image119.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Have you ever consulted an online review before making a purchase decision?[image: image120.wmf]


	[image: image121.wmf] Yes

	[image: image122.wmf] No


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"Before making any significant purchase decision, I will first consult the Internet for online consumer reviews"[image: image123.wmf]


	[image: image124.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image125.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image126.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image127.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image128.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"Typically when researching a product that I am interested in, I will read as many reviews as I can find"[image: image129.wmf]


	[image: image130.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image131.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image132.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image133.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image134.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"I find reviews with expert level insights to be more attractive"[image: image135.wmf]


	[image: image136.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image137.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image138.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image139.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image140.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement.

"I find reviews with more casual and anecdotal insights to be more attractive"[image: image141.wmf]


	[image: image142.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image143.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image144.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image145.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image146.wmf] 5 Completely agree


Please indicate how much you agree with the following statement

"When looking for reviews on a product, i tend to only look at a statistical summary instead of reading all the individual reviews"

Examples of statistical summarys would be:

"The average score awarded to this product by reviewers was 4.5/5"

or,

"30 reviewers awarded this product a positive review
  2 reviewers awarded this product a neutral review
  0 reviewers awarded this product a negative review"
[image: image147.wmf]


	[image: image148.wmf] 1 Completely disagree

	[image: image149.wmf] 2 Disagree

	[image: image150.wmf] 3 Neither agree nor disagree

	[image: image151.wmf] 4 Agree

	[image: image152.wmf] 5 Completely agree


For the following sources of consumer product information, please    rank the choices in order    of how much influence they have on your purchase decision or opinion using a scale of 1 to 5

where

1 - least influence

5 - most influence 
 
 the choices must be sequentially ordered, only one choice per rank is possible  (if not, an error message will pop up when saving the survey)  (if not, an error message will pop up when saving the survey) 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	review written by online journal or professional reviewer
	[image: image153.wmf]
	[image: image154.wmf]
	[image: image155.wmf]
	[image: image156.wmf]
	[image: image157.wmf]

	online review written by fellow consumers
	[image: image158.wmf]
	[image: image159.wmf]
	[image: image160.wmf]
	[image: image161.wmf]
	[image: image162.wmf]

	recommendation by friend or acquaintance
	[image: image163.wmf]
	[image: image164.wmf]
	[image: image165.wmf]
	[image: image166.wmf]
	[image: image167.wmf]

	advertisement
	[image: image168.wmf]
	[image: image169.wmf]
	[image: image170.wmf]
	[image: image171.wmf]
	[image: image172.wmf]

	endorsement by a celebrity you like or respect
	[image: image173.wmf]
	[image: image174.wmf]
	[image: image175.wmf]
	[image: image176.wmf]
	[image: image177.wmf]


For the following sources of consumer product information, please rank the choices in order of how trustworthy you find them using a scale of 1 to 5

where 

1 - most  trustworthy

5 - least trustworthy

the choices must be sequentially ordered, only one choice per rank is possible (if not, an error message will pop up when saving the survey) 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	review written by online journal or professional reviewer
	[image: image178.wmf]
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	online review written by fellow consumers
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	recommendation by friend or acquaintance
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	advertisement
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	endorsement by a celebrity you like or respect
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