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Introduction

The way people make purchase decisions has changed greatly with the rise of e-commerce.
The importance of online reviews as a source of information for customers has increased
widely and now online reviews are a pivotal tool influencing consumer choices (Chevalier &
Mayzlin, 2006). The growing importance of online reviews is evident in the expanding Chinese
e-commerce market, reflected in iResearch's 691.41 billion RMB transaction size during the
3rd quarter of 2014, and the surge in Chinese internet users to 649 million by December 2014,
indicating an increasing reliance on online reviews in shaping consumer decisions both before
and after purchases (Mo et al., 2015).

A survey conducted by Survata, an independent research firm in San Francisco,
underscores the influence of online reviews once again. The survey, which interviewed 2005
online respondents in January 2017, revealed that 93% of consumers acknowledge that online
reviews impact their purchase decisions. This finding illustrates the crucial role that online
reviews play in shaping consumer perceptions and actions. Furthermore, the survey highlights
that a minimum star rating of 3.3 is necessary for a company to engage consumers. This
threshold demonstrates that consumers are discerning and rely heavily on the experiences of
others before deciding to interact with a company (Online Review Stats: Podium State Of
Online Reviews | Podium, n.d.).

This master’s thesis will focus on two important approaches consumer review sites can
adopt to shape user satisfaction: accuracy and representativeness. In the realm of online
reviews, the tension between accuracy and representativeness takes centre stage, exemplified
by the IMDb controversy surrounding the 2019 remake of "The Little Mermaid." Faced with an
influx of negative reviews attributed to the black skin colour of the main actress, IMDb opted
for a weighted, representativeness approach, in which they devalued the reviews of some
reviewers.

In the case of accuracy, all reviewers are considered equally important. That is, each
reviewer's contribution is valued for its potential to provide insight into the product or service
being reviewed. Furthermore, every reviewer's opinion is taken into account when assessing
overall sentiment. In contrast, in the case of representativeness, all reviewers have the right to
express their opinions. Still, not all opinions carry the same weight due to their expertise in

the subject matter, reputation within the community, or alignment with the reader's



preferences (Dellarocas et al., 2007). While previous research in the domain of online reviews
has narrowly focused on the influence and the growing importance of online reviews, the
present master thesis will contribute to the related literature by examining when and why
consumers think representativeness is more acceptable than accuracy or vice versa.

In summary, accuracy in online reviews ensures democratic representation, as every
consumer’s voice is weighted equally (Lee & Youn, 2009). On the other hand,
representativeness, or weighted votes, empowers influential reviewers and could provide
consumers with a clear hierarchy of opinions (Godes & Mayzlin, 2004). Both approaches can
work but both have their limitations as well. Understanding when and why people think one
approach is more acceptable is crucial for designing effective review systems through which
consumers get the best information to make decisions.

In particular, in the present research, the following questions are raised: What are the
contexts and circumstances under which the strategic decision for accuracy over
representativeness is more acceptable? And when would consumers be more likely to deem
this strategic decision as morally wrong? The present master’s thesis will address these
questions and shed light on the delicate balance between ensuring the authenticity of

individual opinions and recognising the broader impact of diverse perspectives.



Literature review

Extant research documents the growing importance of internet-based opinions in purchasing
decisions (Dellarocas, 2006). Online reviews are crucial in shaping consumer behaviour and
influencing purchasing decisions. They serve as electronic word-of-mouth and play a vital role
in e-commerce by providing information that consumers rely on before making purchases
(Pooja & Upadhyaya, 2022; Zhu & Zhang, 2010). For example, Smith and Smith (2024) found
that nearly all consumers read reviews before purchasing, focusing significantly on technology
and household products. Dai et al. (2019) highlight that people are particularly likely to rely on
consumer reviews for experiential purchases compared to material purchases.

Theoretical models help explain how consumers process review information and assess
its credibility (Pooja & Upadhyaya, 2022). One of the significant challenges facing review
platforms is to get credible reviews and leave out fake reviews, which can mislead consumers
and erode trust in the platform (Kutabish et al., 2023). Certain review sites have also taken
steps to exclude reviews from individuals who may have a conflict of interest or those who
have not verified their purchases.

Importantly, two systems in online reviews have been identified by previous research:
equal weight and weighted vote systems (Bean et al., 2009). While equal-weight systems
describe voting systems where each voter has an identical influence on the outcome, weighted
vote systems describe decision-making mechanisms where each voter's vote carries a different
weight, reflecting their varying levels of influence or power (Alturki & Rushdi, 2016).

Weighted voting systems are employed by platforms to improve effectiveness and
decisiveness according to Kirsch (2023). By assigning different weights based on expertise or
reliability, these systems ensure that decisions are more informed and representative of key
contributors. This approach enhances the success rate of decisions by minimizing the influence
of less knowledgeable participants, leading to more robust outcomes.

In some academic discussions on voting systems, researchers analyse how different
weighting strategies affect the outcomes and fairness of collective decisions. Applying these
principles to review platforms means each user's input is valued equally, thus promoting a
more trustworthy and balanced aggregation of reviews (Theory Of Voting | Public Law And
Economics | Oxford Academic, n.d.). Maaser and Napel (2006) outlined other principles that

can be adopted for an equal-weight approach in survey platforms. According to their



principles, equal-weight systems ensure fairness, accuracy, and inclusivity. By giving each
respondent's input the same value, this method prevents disproportionate influence and
reflects diverse perspectives accurately, thereby enhancing the reliability and
representativeness of the survey results.

An integrative literature review in Borchers (2023) highlights the importance of trust in
online reviews, emphasizing that trustworthy reviews are crucial for consumer decision-
making processes. Research by Flanagin and Metzger (2013) explores how information
volume, valence, and consumer characteristics influence the trustworthiness of user-
generated versus expert-generated ratings, reinforcing the need for accurate and credible
reviews to help consumers make informed decisions.

Although understanding the different determinants that play a role in consumer
preferences for review systems can help firms and platforms tailor their approaches to match
consumer preferences, empirical concerning review systems remains scarce (Wolf &
Muhanna, 2011). This master’s thesis will begin to fill this gap by investigating consumer
responses to accuracy versus representativeness approaches in the context of online reviews.

We will discuss this next.



Main Research Question and Hypotheses

Prior research demonstrates that consumers have a strong tendency to believe in the equal
importance of each person's unique identity and preferences. Cheibub (2010) emphasises in
his study that despite their inherent challenges, most of the population considers democracy
more desirable than dictatorships. This preference is based on the belief that democratic
governments are more accountable and better able to protect the interests and freedoms of
citizens.

Building on this prior research, we propose that consumers may evaluate an accuracy
approach more favourably than a representativeness approach in online review platforms. An
accuracy approach treats every review equally, regardless of the reviewer's background or

expertise, aligning with democratic principles where every individual's vote counts the same.

H1: Consumers find it more acceptable if an online review platform adopts an accuracy (vs.

representativeness) approach.

Other research has established that consumers' self-concept significantly influences
their behaviour. Specifically, the importance individuals place on specific identities predicts
their likelihood of engaging in identity-consistent behaviours (Chen et al., 2023). Moreover,
Schroeder et al. (2019) identify fairness as one of the core values significantly influencing
human behaviour. Fairness, along with respect, care, and honesty, serves as a primary
motivator for consumer actions and reactions. Yeoman (2013) further supports this by
showing that fairness in pricing and reviews is closely linked to consumer satisfaction and
loyalty.

Tian et al. (2001) developed the Consumers’ Need for Uniqueness (CNFU) scale, which
measures the extent to which individuals seek to differentiate themselves through unique
consumption. Their research shows that the CNFU scale is reliable and valid in capturing
uniqueness-seeking behaviour. Furthermore, Tian and McKenzie (2001) demonstrated the
long-term predictive validity of the CNFU scale, indicating that consumers with a high need for
uniqueness consistently make distinctive product choices over time.

We argue that the accuracy (vs. representativeness) approach resonates more with

individuals who perceive a stronger alignment with their preference to be unique as the



accuracy approach ensures that all voices, including those that are less common or
unconventional, are heard. This inclusivity allows consumers to find and identify with unique
perspectives that might otherwise be overshadowed by more popular opinions. This aligns
with the desire for individuality and differentiation among consumers with a high need for

uniqueness.

H2: The relationship between the accuracy (vs. representativeness) approach and normative
acceptability occurs because consumers perceive a stronger alignment with their

preference to be unique in the accuracy ( vs. representativeness) approach.

Despite the strong evidence for the positive impact of online reviews on sales,
consumer preferences and purchase decisions, research has yet to examine the contexts in
which consumers think representativeness or accuracy is more acceptable on online review
platforms. This study seeks to provide insights that can inform the design and customisation
of review systems to better meet consumer expectations.

We argue that the identity relevance of the focal good or service may importantly
change consumers’ responses to the online review platform’s approach. Identity-relevant
goods, as defined by Belk (1988), are products or services that extend the self and play a crucial
role in the construction and expression of an individual's identity. These goods are selected
and valued based on their alignment with the consumer's identity, contributing to the shaping
of personal and social identities. Oyserman (2009) further explores this concept, emphasising
the role of identity-based motivation in consumer behaviour. Identity-based motivation
highlights the importance of performing specific tasks integral to one's identity through
consumption (Reed et al., 2012).

We argue that in contexts where the product or service is integral to a consumer's
identity, the desire for accuracy may be stronger, highlighting the nuanced moral
considerations in strategic decision-making. In particular, we anticipate that consumers have
an increased desire for alignment of the review system with uniqueness in identity-relevant
consumption contexts (Lynn, 1991; Mazodier and Merunka, 2014). Since accuracy (vs.
representativeness) review systems are more likely to be perceived as more closely aligned
with uniqueness preferences, consumers judge accuracy (vs. representativeness) approaches

as more acceptable.



This master’s thesis will therefore contribute to the existing literature but it has as
much a managerial contribution as it seeks to help companies and platforms optimise their
review systems.

H3: The relationship proposed in H2 is pronounced for high (vs. low) identity-relevant contexts.
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Methodology

Research Design

Survey

An experimental study will be conducted using a survey to test the proposed hypotheses. The
experiment will be designed to examine how consumers’ normative acceptability changes due
to the review approach used by the survey platform (accuracy vs. representativeness). The
usage of the experimental survey instrument is grounded in its efficacy for analytical data
collection and comprehending the attitudes and perceptions of respondents, as emphasised
by Dillman et al. (2014). The survey methodology is embraced for its capacity to efficiently
accumulate data sets and extract individual opinions across varied demographics and contexts,

a perspective supported by Couper (2008).

Format of the Survey
The survey design involves four distinct arms each designed to test different aspects of the
hypotheses. In particular, the study will adopt a 2 (review approach: representativeness vs.

accuracy) x 2(consumption context: identity-relevant vs. control) between-subjects design.

Participants in the “identity-relevant + accuracy condition” will be asked to imagine
reading reviews on a review platform that adopts an accuracy approach to rating a booking
website for fishing holidays. Important in this condition is that they have to imagine that this
service is identity-relevant since fishing is an “important part of who they are”. Following this
scenario, participants will then provide assessments on the acceptability of the review
platform's rating system and communicate their satisfaction with the consumer review
platform. In the “identity-relevant + representativeness condition”, participants will imagine
reading reviews regarding the same booking website for fishing holidays, which is assumed to
be an identity-relevant service. In contrast, these participants will imagine reading these
reviews on an online review platform utilizing a representativeness approach. Subsequently,
participants will again evaluate the acceptability of the review platform's rating system and

convey their satisfaction with the consumer review platform.

Participants in the control groups “no identity-relevant + accuracy condition” or “no
identity-relevant + representativeness” will imagine reading reviews regarding the same

service on an online review platform adopting an accuracy or representativeness approach,
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respectively. These participants will get a scenario in which they must imagine that fishing is
not an important part of their life and therefore the service is not identity-relevant.
Afterwards, participants will again assess the acceptability of the review platform's rating
system and express their satisfaction with the consumer review platform.

Figure 1, Graphical overview of experimental conditions

Consumption Context

Identity-relevant Control
Review  platform’s | Accuracy 1 2
approach Representativeness | 3 4

Variables

In this master’s thesis, the normative acceptability of the review approaches serves as the
dependent variable, while review approaches (i.e., accuracy versus representativeness) act as
the independent variable. The perceived uniqueness alignment will serve as a mediator in this
relationship. The hypotheses propose that consumers may perceive the accuracy (vs.
representativeness) approach as more acceptable as they perceive a stronger alignment with
their preference to be unique and that this relationship will be robust across high (vs. low)

identity-relevant contexts.

Identity-relevant goods or services function as a moderator in the relationship between
review approaches (i.e., accuracy versus representativeness) and the perceived uniqueness
alignment, the moderator in the relationship. This implies that the impact of the review
approach on the normative acceptability threw the perceived uniqueness alignment varies
depending on the identity relevance of the reviewed goods and/or services. This gives the

following conceptual model:

Figure 2, Conceptual Model of Proposed Mediation

| Identity Relevance |
\ Perceived Uniqueness Alignment

Accuracy vs. Representativeness | —| Normative Accetability

12



Participants

Enrolment of participants will be facilitated through Prolific.com, this is a platform where
people answer survey questions. Assuming a minimum sample size of 300 participants to
substantiate the power analysis, a process was conducted using the widely employed statistical
power analysis program, G*Power. Determined with a confidence level of .95, a margin of error
of five per cent, and a population of 5 million people (Cohen, 1990; Lakens, 2013; Qualtrics,
2023). The decisions regarding these numbers are informed by standard practices in social

science research (Kang, 2021; Fitzner & Heckinger, 2010).

Participants will be randomly assigned to one of four experimental conditions in a 2
(review approach: representativeness vs. accuracy) x 2 (consumption context: identity-
relevant vs. control) between-subjects design. Upon accessing the survey, participants will first
be presented with an informed consent form. This form will outline the nature of the study,
their rights as participants, and the anonymity of their responses. Participants must click "I
agree to participate in this study" to proceed. Those who do not consent will be directed to

exit the survey.

Procedure

The survey starts after the consent process, where participants will be welcomed and given a
brief overview of the study's purpose, emphasizing the importance of their honest responses.
Participants will then be presented with one of two scenarios designed to manipulate the
consumption context. In the identity-relevant scenario, participants will imagine planning a
fishing holiday, which ties into a personal and nostalgic activity (fishing with their father),
making it an identity-relevant context. In the control scenario, participants will imagine
planning a fishing holiday without any prior personal connection or experience with fishing,

making it a neutral context.

After reading the scenario, participants will be introduced to "Trip Assess," an online
review platform. In the accuracy condition, participants will read that on Trip Assess, each
consumer's opinion is weighted equally, meaning all ratings are averaged to contribute equally
to the final rating. In the representativeness condition, participants will read that on Trip
Assess, some users' opinions are given more weight than others, suggesting a more selective

approach to the final rating.
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Participants will then answer a series of questions related to their perceptions and
evaluations of the review platform. These questions will assess the likelihood of writing a
review, the acceptability of the platform's rating approach, the perceived helpfulness of the
average star ratings, and the credibility of these ratings. These questions are asked to measure
the dependent variable. To ensure participants are paying attention, they will be asked a
factual attention question about identifying a vegetable after this section. There will be one
attention check, a factual attention check (Geiner, 2022). A factual check asks respondents to
confirm a fact that everyone knows. This check is placed carefully in the survey to keep things
clear and simple for the respondents. The goal is to keep them engaged and focused on the

important parts of the study (Kane & Barabas, 2018).

Following this attention check, participants will answer questions regarding their
uniqueness preferences, the mediation effect, including how well the review platform's
approach aligns with their preference for being different from others. Another question about
participants' preference for being different is asked to be used as a control variable. Finally,
participants will provide demographic information, including their age, gender, country of
residence, and highest level of education completed. The decision to place demographic
guestions at the end of the survey is thoughtful. By doing so, the aim is to capitalize on the
initial attention and engagement of respondents while minimizing potential dropout rates.
Beginning the study with essential inquiries ensures respondents focus on critical aspects early
on, postponing demographic queries to a later stage (Savino, 2009). The demographics can
later on be used to see if the randomisation succeeded. At the end of the survey, participants
will be thanked for their participation. The exact wording of the scenarios and the questions

can be found in Appendix 1, the survey instrument.

Measures
This study will measure both dependent and independent variables to test the hypotheses
related to the acceptability of the review platform's rating system and participants' satisfaction

with the consumer review platform.

The acceptability of the review platform as a dependent variable encompasses the
concepts of writing a review, credibility, acceptability, and helpfulness of a review platform. It

suggests that the platform is trustworthy, widely accepted by users, and considered helpful. It
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will be measured with the first four questions of the study. Participants rated their responses
on various 7-point Likert scales, each anchored at both ends with specific descriptors.
Intermediate points (2 through 6) were not labelled, allowing participants to use their

discretion in choosing a point that best represented their opinion or likelihood.

Likert scales are utilized because they provide a nuanced measurement by capturing
the degree of agreement or disagreement. They offer a structured yet flexible approach to
guantifying respondents' perceptions quantitatively (Likert, 1932). This research uses a 7-point
Likert scale because it provides more detailed and nuanced feedback compared to a 5-point
scale. The 7-point scale offers a greater range of options, allowing for a more precise
understanding of respondents' attitudes and perceptions. This is particularly beneficial when
the research aims to explore complex ideas or gather specific opinions, as it enhances the
granularity of the data collected, leading to more insightful and actionable results

(Collaborators, 2024). The following Likert Scales will be used:

1. Likelihood of Writing a Review: Participants will indicate their likelihood of writing a
review on Trip Assess by responding on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all
likely) to 7 (Very likely).

2. Acceptability: Participants will respond to each item on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (Not at all acceptable) to 7 (Very acceptable).

3. Helpfulness: Participants will provide their responses on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (Not at all helpful) to 7 (Very helpful).

4. Credibility: Responses will be recorded on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at

all credible) to 7 (Very credible).

The independent variable, the review approach, will be manipulated by presenting
participants with different descriptions of the Trip Assess platform. The accuracy condition will
be described as a platform where each consumer's opinion is weighted equally. While the
representativeness condition will be described as a platform where some users' opinions are

given more weight than others.

The consumption context will be manipulated through the scenarios presented to
participants. In the identity-relevant scenario, participants will imagine planning a fishing

holiday tied to a personal and nostalgic activity and in the control scenario, participants will
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imagine planning a fishing holiday without any personal connection or experience with fishing.
This measure is derived from another paper by Leung et al. (2018), in which they also wanted
to express the importance of internal attribution of consumption outcomes in identity-based

consumption.

Participants' perceived uniqueness alignment will be measured using two items. The
first item will measure how important the participants thinks it is to be different from others.
This item will be used as a control variable and is called the individual difference. The next item
will measure how well the review platform's approach aligns with their preference for being
different. This variable will be used to measure the mediation effect and is called the perceived
uniqueness alignment. Both questions will again use a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not

at all) to 7 (Very much).

The attention check and demographic variables will be collected using multiple-choice
guestions. Participants will provide information on their age (with the options Under 18, 18-
24 years old, 25-34 years old, etc.), gender (Male, Female, Non-binary/third gender, Prefer not
to say), country of residence, and highest level of education completed (Some high school or
less, High school diploma, Some college but no degree, Associate's or technical degree,

Bachelor's degree, Graduate or professional degree, Prefer not to say).

These measures are designed to provide a comprehensive assessment of participants'
perceptions and evaluations of the review platform, as well as relevant individual differences
and demographic information. The use of Likert scales for most variables allows for nuanced
responses, while multiple-choice questions ensure clarity and ease of response for factual and

demographic data.

Statistical Techniques

For analysing the relationships in this study, linear regression techniques will be employed
using SPSS and Stata. Linear regression allows assessing the associations between variables
such as the review approach (accuracy vs. representativeness) and normative acceptability,
mediated by the perceived uniqueness alighment and moderated by the identity relevance of

goods or services.

Given the successful randomization and demonstrated similarity between groups,

there is no immediate need to include additional control variables in the analyses. Still, due to
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the p-value of the Chi-square test nearly being significant for gender, Gender will function as
a control variable in the linear regression model. The randomization process ensures that any
other potential confounding variables are evenly distributed across treatment groups,
reducing the likelihood of bias in estimating the effects of the review approach on normative

acceptability.

In this study, moderated mediation analyses will be conducted using the macro,
PROCESS by Andrew Hayes for SPSS. Specifically, Model 8 from the PROCESS by Andrew Hayes
will be employed, as this model is designed to examine moderated mediation effects. This
approach allows for an in-depth exploration of how identity relevance moderates the indirect
effects of review approaches (accuracy vs. representativeness) on various dependent variables

through the mediator, the perceived uniqueness alignment.
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Data Analysis

Data Descriptives

The survey initially got 309 responses. Three respondents answered the consent question that
they did not agree to participate, so they were excluded from the survey directly. Three others
said they agreed to participate but did not fill in any questions, and one participant failed to
answer the factual attention check correctly, so this participant was excluded as well. This

means that the final number of participants with useful answers is 302.

To assess the comparability of the demographic characteristics between the groups,
the results of the variables age, gender, country, and education level are examined, see
Appendix 2, Table 1. Chi-square tests, see Appendix 2, Tables 2-5, were conducted to
determine if there were significant differences between the groups in demographics. With
these tests, it should be possible to see if the randomisation worked. The demographic
summary and Chi-square test results indicate no significant differences between the groups
regarding age, gender, country, and education level (p>.065), suggesting that the

randomisation process was successful.

The correlation table, Table 1, reveals significant positive correlations between the
acceptability, helpfulness, and credibility of the review platform’s approach. The correlation
coefficients among these variables range from .736 to .843, indicating strong
interrelationships. However, the likelihood of writing a review shows weaker correlations with
the other variables (ranging from .258 to .411). These correlations highlight the potential for
combining acceptability, helpfulness, and credibility into a single factor. However, it is expected
that the variables would load onto different components, as each variable measures a unique
aspect of the review platform. For instance, a review approach perceived as helpful does not
necessarily mean it is also seen as credible, reflecting the distinctiveness of each variable. This
justifies the need for further analysis via factor analysis to determine the suitability of these

variables for a composite measure.

18



Table 1, Correlation table

Write review  Acceptability  Helpfulness Credibility

Write review 1

Acceptability .2578 1

Helpfulness 4110 .7608 1

Credibility 4077 .7357 .8434 1

A Confirmatory Factor Analysis (PCA) with Varimax rotation was conducted to examine
the underlying structure of the four variables. The rotated component matrix, Table 2, revealed
that each variable loads strongly on a distinct component, suggesting the presence of four
separate factors. Specifically, Acceptability loaded highly on Component 1 (.897), Write review
on Component 2 (.977), Credibility on Component 3 (.819), and Helpfulness on Component 4
(.768). These results support the hypothesis that the four variables represent distinct

constructs, validating the use of these components in subsequent analyses.

Table 2, Rotated Component Matrix

Component
1 2 3 4
Write review .088 .977 .145 132
Acceptability .897 .096 316 .294
Helpfulness 422 214 432 .768
Credibility .389 211 .819 .365

Note: Extraction Method, Principal Component Analysis.

Assumptions of a Linear Regression

Homoscedasticity

To ensure the validity of the regression analysis, the Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg test for
heteroskedasticity was conducted. This test examines whether the variance of the errors is
constant (homoscedastic). For this analysis, the test was conducted using the fitted values of
the composite variable, Acceptability. The results of the Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg test
are as follows, the Chi-squared (1 degree of freedom) is equal to .62, while the p-value equals

4294,
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Given that the p-value is .4294, which is significantly greater than the conventional
threshold of .05, the null hypothesis cannot be rejected. This indicates that there is no
evidence of heteroskedasticity in the model, suggesting that the variance of the residuals is

constant. Therefore, the assumption of homoscedasticity is satisfied in the regression analysis.

Normality Test

To validate the normality assumption of the regression model's residuals, a kernel density
estimation test is performed. This non-parametric way of estimating the probability density
function allows us to visually inspect the distribution of the residuals and compare it to a
normal distribution. The resulting kernel density plot of the residuals, see Figure 3, indicates
that they are approximately normally distributed around zero. The residuals' distribution
closely follows the shape of a normal distribution curve, with a peak centred around zero and

tails tapering off symmetrically.

Endogeneity

In regression analysis, endogeneity can pose a significant issue, leading to biased and
inconsistent estimates. Endogeneity typically arises from three main sources: omitted variable
bias, measurement error, and simultaneity (reverse causality). When one or more independent
variables are correlated with the error term, the standard ordinary least squares (OLS)

estimators are no longer unbiased.

A common method to test and correct for endogeneity is the use of an instrumental
variable. An instrumental variable is correlated with the endogenous predictor but
uncorrelated with the error term, allowing for consistent estimation. Unfortunately, in this
study, no suitable instrumental variables are available. This limitation prevents us from

performing standard tests for endogeneity.

Given the context of this research, where the primary independent variable is the
review approach (a dummy variable), the risk of endogeneity is somewhat mitigated. However,
several points still need consideration. One such point is omitted variable bias. There might be
unobserved factors that influence both the review approach and the normative acceptability
of the review platform. If these factors exist and are not included in the model, they could bias

the results.
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Another consideration is measurement error. If there is any measurement error in the
variables used, it could introduce endogeneity. While the categorical nature of the key
independent variable reduces the likelihood of measurement error, it cannot be entirely ruled
out. Lastly, reverse causality is a potential concern in regression analysis. However, the design
of this study does not suggest a reverse causality problem, as the review approach is likely

exogenous to the perceived normative acceptability.

To ensure the validity of the regression analysis, some key assumptions are tested,
homoscedasticity, normality, and endogeneity. The Breusch-Pagan/Cook-Weisberg test
confirmed homoscedasticity with no evidence of heteroskedasticity. A kernel density
estimation test showed that the residuals are approximately normally distributed. Although
no test is done for endogeneity due to the lack of suitable instrumental variables, the risk is
mitigated by the nature of the primary independent variable. However, potential issues such

as omitted variable bias and measurement error should still be considered.

Figure 3, Kernel density plot of the residuals

Kernel density estimate

T T T
-4 -2 (0] 2 4
Residuals
kernel = epanechnikov, bandwidth = 0.3707
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Results

The Effect of the Review Platform’s Approach

To analyse the main effects of a review platform’s approach on the four dependent variables,

four separate linear regressions are conducted.

A linear regression with approach as independent variable and propensity to write a
review revealed no significant effect (Maccuracy = 3.77, SD = 1.86 VS. Mrepresentativeness = 3.43, SD =
1.95; b = -.46, SE = .31, t(299) = -1.50, p = .136). In contrast, there was a significant effect of
identity relevance (Miow_identity-relevance = 2.80, SD = 1.86 Vs. Mhigh_identity-relevance = 4.41, SD = 1.59;
b = 1.54, SE = .27, t(299) = 5.63, p < .001), suggesting that identity relevance strongly
encouraged individuals to write reviews. However, the interaction term between the approach
and identity relevance did not reach statistical significance (b =-.18, SE = .40, t(299) = .44, p =
.663).

Figure 4, Model 1, Likelihood to write a review as the dependent variable
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Note: Error bars denote standard errors of the means.

A linear regression with approach as independent variable and normative acceptability
as dependent variable revealed a significant negative effect (Maccuracy = 5.43, SD = 1.51 vs.
Mirepresentativeness = 3.90, SD = 1.70; b = -1.48, SE = .24, t(299) = -6.02, p < .001), indicating that
the representativeness approach considerably reduced the acceptability compared to the
accuracy approach. The effect of identity relevance on acceptability was not significant
(Miow_identity-relevance = 4.76, SD = 1.67 VS. Mhigh_identity-relevance = 4.55, SD = 1.88; b = -.13, SE = .25,
t(299) =-.52, p = .603). The interaction term between the approach and identity relevance did
not reach significance (b =-.14, SE = .36, t(299) = -.37, p = .710).
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Figure 5, Model 2, Acceptability as the dependent variable
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A linear regression with approach as independent variable and perceived credibility of
the reviews on the review platform as dependent variable revealed a significant negative effect
(Maccuracy = 5.06, SD = 1.29 vS. Mrepresentativeness = 4.19, SD = 1.36; b = -.83, SE =.22, t(299) = -3.73,
p < .001), meaning that the representativeness approach (vs. accuracy approach) notably
decreased the perceived credibility. The identity relevance did not have a significant effect on
credibility (Miow_identity-relevance = 4.53, SD = 1.44 vs. Mhigh_identity-relevance = 4.71, SD = 1.33; b = .24,
SE =.21, £(299) = 1.15, p = .250). The interaction between the approach and identity relevance
did not reach statistical significance (b = -.10, SE = .30, t(299) = -.33, p = .740).

Figure 6, Model 3, Credibility as the dependent variable
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A linear regression with approach as independent variable and perceived helpfulness

of the reviews as the dependent variable revealed a significant negative effect (Maccuracy = 5.21,

SD = 1.32 vs. Mrepresentativeness = 4.34, SD = 1.34; b = -.88, SE = .23, t(299) = -3.86, p < .001),
23



suggesting that the representativeness approach compared to the accuracy approach
significantly diminished the perceived helpfulness. The identity relevance variable did not
significantly influence helpfulness (Miow_identity-relevance = 4.72, SD = 1.49 vs. Mhigh_identity-relevance =
4.81, SD = 1.30; b = .10, SE = .21, t(299) = .50, p = .619). The interaction term between the
approach and identity relevance did not reach statistical significance (b =-.02, SE = .30, t(299)
=-.05, p =.960).

Figure 7, Model 4, Helpfulness as the dependent variable
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The Role of Uniqueness

To analyse the impact of the mediating role of perceived uniqueness alignment, a series of
mediation analyses are conducted using the PROCESS macro (Model 4, Hayes 2018, 5,000
bootstrap intervals). The analyses revealed that perceived uniqueness mediated the effect of
approach on the likelihood of writing a review (indirect effect = .21, SE = .08, 95% Cl =-.3761,
-.0808). The strength of the indirect effect of review approach on the likelihood of writing a
review via perceived uniqueness alignment did not significantly vary across different levels of
identity relevance (moderated mediation = .05, SE = .13, 95% Cl = -.2004, .3110, Model 8,
PROCESS)).

Furthermore, perceived uniqueness significantly mediated the effect of approach on
acceptability (indirect effect = -.34, SE = .10, 95% Cl = -.5560, -.1569). The strength of the
indirect effect of review approach on normative acceptability via perceived uniqueness
alignment did not significantly vary across different levels of identity relevance (moderated

mediation = .07, SE = .18, 95% Cl =-.2884, .4299).
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Furthermore, perceived uniqueness significantly mediated the effect of approach on
helpfulness (indirect effect = -.25, SE = .08, 95% Cl = -.4069, -.1118). The strength of the
indirect effect of review approach on perceived helpfulness via perceived uniqueness
alignment did not significantly vary across different levels of identity relevance (moderated

mediation = .05, SE = .14, 95% Cl =-.2207, .3279).

Lastly, F, perceived uniqueness significantly mediated the effect of approach on
credibility (indirect effect = -.26, SE = .08, 95% Cl = -.4245, -.1132). The strength of the
indirect effect of review approach on credibility via perceived uniqueness alignment did not
significantly vary across different levels of identity relevance ( moderated mediation = .05, SE

=.15, 95% Cl =-.2353, .3476.

The mediation analyses consistently demonstrated the mediating role of uniqueness
as well when including control variables (i.e., age, gender, country, education, individual
difference). However, it did not change for different levels of identity relevance. The
consistency in the direction and significance of the effects across different models suggests

that the relationships among variables are robust and not likely due to random variation.
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Discussion

Summary of Findings

Overall, the results shed light on the impact of review platforms’ approaches on consumer
perceptions and behaviour. In particular, we find that a review platform’s approach affects
consumers’ normative acceptability, credibility, and perceived helpfulness of online reviews.
This effect occurs because consumers find it more acceptable if an online review platform

adopts an accuracy (vs. representativeness) approach (H1).

We provide empirical evidence that the impact of the accuracy (vs. representativeness)
approach on normative acceptability occurs because consumers perceive a stronger alignment

with their preference to be unique in the accuracy (vs. representativeness) approach (H2).

Lastly, we do not find supporting evidence for H3. Instead, the impact of online review
platforms’ approaches on normative acceptability remains robust across high (vs. low)

identity-relevant contexts.

Implications

The findings from this study have significant implications for online review platforms and
their strategies to enhance consumer engagement and satisfaction. By adopting an accuracy-
focused approach rather than a representativeness-focused one, review platforms can
improve consumers' perceptions of normative acceptability, credibility, and perceived
helpfulness of the reviews. This suggests that platforms should prioritize accuracy to better
align with consumer preferences for uniqueness, thereby ensuring that all opinions are
weighted equally. This means that IMDb's decision to employ a representativeness-focused

approach by rating the remake movie “The Little Mermaid” does not align with our results.

Although the effect of this approach on the likelihood of writing a review was not
supported, the overall positive impact on consumer perception indicates that review
platforms can benefit from emphasizing accuracy. Moreover, the robustness of these findings
across varying levels of identity relevance underscores the broad applicability of the accuracy
approach in terms of identity relevance, making it an adaptable strategy for diverse

consumer groups. Consequently, review platforms aiming to enhance user experience and
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engagement should consider integrating accuracy-based mechanisms to better cater to

consumers' desires for credible reviews.

Limitations

Several limitations should be noted. The study's sample size and demographic composition
might limit the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the way of measuring the
variables, particularly the distinction between identity relevance and non-identity relevance
goods or services, might have influenced the results. It is possibly still difficult for participants
toimagine that a random good or service is close to the identity of that person. Future research
should consider alternative ways of measuring these variables and broader samples to validate

the findings.

Future research

Future research can build on the current study by exploring various dimensions and extending
the findings in meaningful ways. One promising direction is to investigate additional
moderators that might influence the relationship between the review platform's approach and
users' perceptions. Factors such as cultural background, prior experience with review
platforms, or the nature of the product or service being reviewed could be examined to see if
they change the impact of representativeness vs. accuracy approaches. Conducting
longitudinal studies could also provide valuable insights into how users' perceptions evolve,
shedding light on whether initial impacts are sustained, diminish, or change as users become

more familiar with the platform.

Our study did not specify the basis for the representativeness approach used by review
platforms. Future research could explore various justifications for adopting such an approach.
For instance, in the case of the "Little Mermaid" controversy, IMDb's representativeness
approach was influenced by concerns about racism. It would be valuable to investigate
whether consumers might have reacted less negatively if the motivation behind
representativeness had been known. Similarly, examining how consumers respond when firms
enhance the visibility and impact of historically underrepresented groups could provide
further insights. These areas present intriguing opportunities for future research and could
shed light on the nuanced effects of representativeness strategies on consumer perceptions

and engagement.
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Appendix

Appendix 1, The Survey Instrument

Section 1: Consent
Dear Survey Participant:

This survey you are about to start should take you no more than 2 minutes to complete. You

may only complete this survey once.

Please offer your candid opinions regarding the questions in this survey. We may have some
guestions to check that you were paying attention to the stimuli and to the other questions

being asked.

There are no foreseeable risks associated with this project, nor are there any direct benefits
to you. This information is anonymous and your identity will not be disclosed to anyone. The
data will only be analysed in aggregate. Your participation is voluntary, and you may
withdraw from this project at any time. There is no penalty for doing so, but you will only

receive payment if you complete the study.
If you have questions or comments, please contact us via 572818ps@student.eur.nl.
If you consent to participate in this study, please click "l agree to participate in this study".

- | agree to participate in this study

- |l do not agree to participate in this study
[Page Break]
Section 2: Welcome page
Welcome to our survey!
In this study, are interested in examining consumer perceptions.

As you enter the survey, you will be asked to read a scenario as carefully as possible and
provide your answers to the related questions. Your honest answers are vital for obtaining

meaningful results.

Thank you for dedicating your time and effort to our study!
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[Page Break]
Section 3: Scenarios
Identity-relevant

Imagine you want to go on a fishing holiday with a friend. You used to go fishing with your
father during your childhood. Although you might not have gone fishing for a while, you still

consider yourself a recreational fisherman.

Fishing is an important part of who you are as this was one of the things you liked to do with

your dad.

Control

Imagine you want to go on a fishing holiday with a friend. You never went fishing before and
you do not even exactly know how it works.
Fishing has never been part of your life, but your friend really likes fishing and he promises

such a holiday will be a huge success.

- .

[Page Break]
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Section 4: Online review platform
Accuracy approach

You decide to explore Trip Assess, an online review platform, before booking your fishing
holiday.
On Trip Assess, each consumer's opinion is weighted equally. This means that all ratings

from users are averaged, so that every rating contributes equally to the final rating.

Representativeness approach

You decide to explore Trip Assess, an online review platform, before booking your fishing
holiday.
On Trip Assess, some consumer's opinions are weighted more heavily compared to others,
to preserve the reliability of the rating system. This means that ratings from some users have

an increased impact on the overall rating.

Section 5: Likelihood of writing a review
How likely are you to write a review on Trip Assess?
(Scale: 1 - Very unlikely to 7 - Very likely)

[Page Break]
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Section 6: Acceptability

1. How acceptable do you think is Trip Assess' approach (i.e., each user's opinion is

weighted equally)?

(Scale: 1 - Very unacceptable to 7 - Very acceptable)

1. Inyour opinion, how helpful are the average star ratings on Trip Assess?
(Scale: 1 - Not at all helpful to 7 — Very helpful)
2. How credible do you think are the average star ratings on Trip Assess?
(Scale: 1 - Not at all credible to 7 — Very credible)
[Page Break]
Section 7: Factual Attention Check
Which of the following is a vegetable?

Tuna
Milkshake
Cheese
Broccoli
Hamburger

Fries
[Page Break]
Section 8: Mediator — Uniqueness

1. To what extent do you agree with the statement: 'It is important for me to be

different from others'?
(1 =not at all, 7 = very much)

2. How well do you think the review platform's approach aligns with your preferences

for being different from others?
(1 =notatall, 7 = very much)

[Page Break]
31



Section 9: Demographics

1. Whatis your age?

Under 18
18-24 years old
25-34 years old
35-44 years old
45-54 years old
55-64 years old
65+ years old

2. Whatis your gender?
Male
Female
Non-binary/third gender
Prefer not to say

3. In which country do you currently reside?
(List of 193 countries which the VN recognises)

4. What is the highest level of education you have completed?
Some high school or less
High school diploma
Some college, but no degree
Associates or technical degree
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate or professional degree (MA, MS, MBA, PhD, JD, MD, DDS etc.)

Prefer not to say
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Appendix 2, Tables

Table 1, Summary of Demographic Characteristics

Condition Age Gender Country Education
Accuracy_control 3.63 1.68 184.94 4.26
Representativeness_control 4.05 1.42 187 4.39
Accuracy_identity 3.84 1.53 187 4.31
Representativeness_identity 3.76 1.61 187 4.05
Total 3.82 1.56 186.4851 4.25

Table 2, Chi-Square Test for Gender by Condition

Gender Accuracy_ Representativeness_ Accuracy_ Representativeness_  Total
control control identity identity
1 30 44 36 30 140
2 42 32 37 46 157
3 2 0 1 0 3
4 2 0 0 0 2
Pearson chi2(9) = 16.0928 p =.065
Table 3, Chi-Square Test for Age by Condition
Age Accuracy_ Representativeness_ Accuracy Representativeness_  Total
control control identity identity
2 10 11 11 12 44
3 30 19 25 25 99
4 23 21 16 21 81
5 8 10 12 9 39
6 1 10 7 5 23
7 4 5 3 4 16

Pearson chi2(15) = 12.3665 p=.651

33



Table 4, Chi-Square Test for Country by Condition

Country Accuracy_  Representativeness_  Accuracy_ Representativeness_  Total
control control identity identity

Canada 1 0 0 0 1

us 75 76 74 76 301

Pearson chi2(3) = 2.9967 p=.392

Table 5, Chi-Square Test for Education by Condition

Education Accuracy_  Representativeness  Accuracy_ Representativeness_ Total

control control identity identity

1 0 0 1 3 4

2 9 10 12 9 40
3 20 12 10 16 58
4 4 2 6 11 23
5 30 42 33 27 132
6 11 10 11 10 42
7 2 0 1 0 3

Pearson chi2(18) = 26.1232 p=.097
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