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Online reviews: Trick
that sways consumers

Research reveals how brain works to trust the advice from total strangers. BY GEMMA CALVERT

NLINE reviews are now more

important than ever before. Ac-

cording to a survey by search

marketing company BrightLocal,

88 per cent of consumers trust
online reviews as much as a personal recom-
mendation and an astonishing 90 per cent state
that they influence their buying decisions — des-
pite the fact that most online reviews are posted
by complete strangers.

In a new consumer research study, Ali Faraji-
Rad, a fellow of the Institute on Asian Consumer
Insight and assistant professor of marketing at
the Nanyang Business School in Singapore, in-
vestigated exactly how online users process
anonymous reviews. His research reveals a
previously unknown cognitive phenomenon
that influences whether or not users will accept
a review as good advice, and act on it — some-
thing that both owners of review sites and
online review users should be aware of.

SIMILAR IS GOOD

Current research on how humans process
advice in face-to-face situations has shown that
if a person receiving advice thinks they share
similarities with the person giving it, the advice
is more likely to be well received.

The theory is that similar people are more
likely to share preferences and experiences,
and the advice is considered more relevant.
Also, people tend to like those whom they
perceive as similar to themselves, therefore
they are more likely to follow the advice.

These explanations are credible in face-to-
face encounters, but when interactions are
largely anonymous, how can people tell if
others are similar to themselves? Usually, the
only details available about a reviewer are
arbitrary: age, location or username.

More often than not, reviews are completely
anonymous — so the argument that people fol-
low the advice of those they perceive as similar
to themselves (and whom they might like to be-
friend) does not ring true in the digital space.

Yet the researchers noticed that seemingly
arbitrary similarities (age or location of the
reviewer relative to the reader) appeared to in-
fluence how a reviewer’s advice was received. In
their initial experiments, even when readers of
online reviews shared only the same birth
month as the reviewer, it still had a positive
effect on how they interpreted the advice. This
indicated that there was another underlying
cognitive phenomenon at play.

For online reviews, it seems, it's not necessa-
rily a conscious belief that advice from similar
people is more valid but rather a subconscious
feeling that advice from similar people feels
right. This is an important distinction in an
online setting because currently reviews are
generally anonymous and no attempt is made
to establish or reveal similarities between the
reviewer and the reader.

TRICK OF THE MIND

The researchers also found that even some-
thing as random as being allocated to the same
group was sufficient to influence the way in
which reviewers’ advice was perceived. Further-
more, when some of the participants were
primed to think about the thoughts and motiva-
tions of others, or to “mentalise”, another in-
triguing phenomenon was observed.

To investigate these rather unexpected
behaviours, the researchers assigned paid vo-
lunteers into two arbitrary groups (C or E) and
asked them to evaluate a camera based on an
anonymous review —as if they were considering
a purchase. Part way through, both groups were
deliberately interrupted by another task.

Half the participants were asked to imagine
and describe the thoughts and emotions of
people performing a range of tasks, the other
half were asked to simply describe their phy-
sical actions. Those describing thoughts and
emotions were then deemed as primed for
mentalising, and those who described actions

It's not necessarily a conscious belief that advice from similar people is more valid but
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were not. The participants were then instructed
to continue with the product evaluation.

Analysis of the results confirmed the earlier
findings: Respondents who were assigned to
the same group as the reviewer perceived the
anonymous individual as more similar to them-
selves than those who were assigned to a differ-
ent group and, importantly, they were more
likely to agree with the reviewer’s advice about
the camera. However, being assigned to the
same group had no effect on other perceptions
of the anonymous reviewer.

Interestingly, respondents who were primed
for mentalising rated themselves as more
certain of their answers than those who were
not similarly primed. This shows that the
feeling of certainty about one’s choices,
triggered by being primed to think about the

The research shows even
seemingly unimportant
similarities could influence
buying decisions for
completely unrelated
products and services. The
data could also have very
important consequences
for understanding online
user behaviour.

emotions of others, appears to transfer to
other, unrelated tasks.

The crucial finding from this research is that
when users are online and none of the real-
world signals that we rely on during face-to-face
interactions to help us mentalise a reviewer’s
state of mind are available — such as facial ex-
pressions, tone of voice or gestures —we subcon-
sciously accept any perceived similarities as a
replacement. It’s a trick of the mind. When the
human element is removed from an advice
exchange, the brain looks for something else,
and these otherwise unrelated similarities seem
to fill that gap.

IMPLICATIONS FOR REVIEW SITES

How can review sites use these insights to help
readers identify reviewers that are more closely

suited or relevant to themselves? In other
words, to tailor reviewers to specific readers?

Actively highlighting similarities between
reviewers and readers, even if these similarities
do not obviously apply to the context of the
review, may prove highly effective. For ex-
ample, it may seem odd to display what a
reviewer’s favourite movie is on a TripAdvisor
hotel review, but as many TripAdvisor users
link their accounts to Facebook and specify
their favourite movies in their public profiles, it
is not only straightforward to implement, but
could also significantly boost the effectiveness
of the review.

The research has also proved that persua-
siveness persists in situations unrelated to the
advice. So a person who is currently in a menta-
lising mindset - that is having read a review
from a “similar” reviewer, acted on their advice
and purchased a product - retains a feeling of
“certainty” in terms of the decision they’ve
made even after the transaction is complete.

USER BEHAVIOUR

Today, social networks are developing in-app
shopping capabilities and, as the custodians of
a vast user database, they could easily include
shared preferences or similarities between
reviewers and readers to differentiate their
online shopping services from traditional on-
line stores.

According to this new research, even seem-
ingly unimportant similarities such as musi-
cians and brands that people follow could influ-
ence buying decisions for completely unrelated
products and services.

The data could also have very important
consequences for understanding online user
behaviour. Users in a state of high certainty
could be more valuable to advertisers than
other potential customers. If further studies
confirm this, then bidding systems could be
created so that brands could bid to show their
ads to users who are likely to be in a heightened
state of certainty.

In a world where the range of options is so
extensive that it can give consumers choice
paralysis, will advertisers pay more to target
users who are primed for decisive action?

1 The writer is director for research &
development at the Institute on Asian
Consumer Insight and professor of marketing

at the Nanyang Business School, NTU Singapore.
She is a pioneer of neuromarketing and has
published extensively in academic journals

and the international media on the power

of the subconscious brain

By Frank Ching
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