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Abstract. This study investigates whether the accessibility of consumer reviews
matters for consumers’ purchase decisions. Current research does not provide
guidance on how to access consumer reviews to improve consumers’ decision-
making. Moreover, there is no consensus on the actual implementation of the
access (i.e., immediate access or explicit access by clicking) to consumer reviews
on existing online shopping websites. Building on the anchoring-and-adjustment
model of belief updating and using an experimental approach, we find that re-
quiring participants to explicitly access consumer reviews (by clicking on a but-
ton) significantly improves their purchase decisions: When choosing between
products of different quality, they better align their perceived product values with
the actual product quality. As a result, they are more likely to purchase the high-
quality product. These findings provide important insights for e-commerce retail-
ers and policy makers, as they offer guidance on how consumer reviews should
be accessible to support consumers’ decision-making.

Keywords: Consumer Reviews, Review Accessibility, Online Purchase Decision.

1 Introduction

When making online purchase decisions, consumers are required to actively inform
themselves about the quality of a product, as they typically have no prior experience
with it. To learn about a product and its quality, however, consumers do not have to
rely solely on information provided by the producer. Instead, they can use independent,
more reliable, peer-generated information in the form of consumer reviews (Hajli et al.,
2014).

Consumer reviews are part of most online shopping websites, but the design of the
corresponding online review systems can vary. Such variations are known to influence
consumers’ perception of consumer reviews and consequently their decision-making
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process when shopping online (Gutt et al., 2019). On online shopping websites, there
seems to be a consensus on the immediate display — and thus accessibility — of aggre-
gated review information (e.g., average rating) while the display and accessibility of
consumer reviews themselves vary considerably. On Amazon, consumer reviews are
displayed on the same page as the product information and are therefore immediately
accessible. Other online shopping websites such as BestBuy or Zalando require cus-
tomers to click on a link or button to access and see consumer reviews. Moreover, re-
search to date also does not provide guidance on how to implement the access to con-
sumer reviews on websites. To our knowledge, there is no study that investigates how
the accessibility of consumer reviews influences consumers’ decision-making process.
We therefore state the following research question to address this gap:

RQ: How does the accessibility of consumer reviews on online shopping websites af-

fect consumers’ purchase decisions?

We address this question by conducting a between-subject experiment in which con-
sumers choose between two products of different quality. The quality of the products
is described in consumer reviews. Thus, participants that put more weight to consumer
reviews make better purchase decisions. To investigate the effect of the accessibility of
consumer reviews, we apply the following treatment variation: consumer reviews are
either immediately accessible together with product information or only accessible by
explicitly clicking on a button. Based on the analysis of our experimental study, we find
that the accessibility of consumer reviews significantly affects consumers’ purchase
decisions via perceived product value as mediating variable. In particular, we find that
our participants’ perceived product value is better aligned with actual product quality
when consumer reviews are only accessible by explicitly clicking on a button. As a
result, consumers are more likely to purchase the high-quality product instead of the
low-quality product.

Our study contributes to research on the design of online review systems. In contrast
to existing studies that mostly focus on the presentation within the set of consumer
reviews, we investigate the effect of the accessibility of (the entire set of) consumer
reviews. Thus, we contribute to the understanding of a design aspect that has merely
been addressed although it substantially varies across online shopping websites. Our
findings provide important insights for e-commerce retailers and policy makers alike
regarding consumers’ evaluation of product quality (using consumer reviews) during
their purchase decision.

2 Related Literature

Over the past years, consumer reviews have become one of the most important features
on online shopping websites and now represent an important determinant for online
purchase decisions (see e.g., Floyd et al., 2014; Babi¢ Rosario et al., 2016, 2020; Gutt
et al., 2019 for comprehensive overviews). In addition, online shopping websites often
prominently display aggregated review information (i.e., average rating, rating distri-
bution, volume). Besides the well-studied effects of aggregated review information
(e.g., Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006; Floyd et al., 2014), several studies also document



that the consumer reviews themselves and their respective textual comments influence
consumers’ purchase decisions (Hu et al., 2014; Lei et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2019; van
Helversen et al., 2018; Ziegele and Weber, 2015). By observing that individual
consumer reviews play a vital role for consumers, the latter studies actually “challenge
the commonly accepted assumption of average ratings being the primary driver of
consumers’ purchase decisions” (Lei et al., 2022, p. 2393).

Furthermore, consumers are affected by the way consumer reviews are presented
(Gutt et al., 2019). However, we identify that most studies investigate the presentation
within the set of consumer reviews. They document that the presentation and
composition of subsets (e.g., Jabr and Rahman, 2022; Kupfer et al., 2020) or the
ordering of consumer reviews (e.g., Alzate et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2014; Kaushik et
al., 2018; Liu et al., 2019; Sparks and Browning, 2011; Zhou and Guo, 2017) affect
consumer behavior in terms of purchase intention and helpfulness votes. In contrast to
the presentation within the set of consumer reviews, the way the entire set of consumer
reviews is being accessed is, however, mostly unstudied. We are — to the best of our
knowledge — only aware of a study by Camilleri (2020) who investigates whether it
matters at what time aggregated review information is accessed. The author observes
that consumers rely more on aggregated review information when it is presented after
general product information.

Although Camilleri’s (2020) study comes close to the understudied question on the
effect of the accessibility of review information on a website, the findings cannot be
transferred to our context: First, review information simply appears after other product
information in Camilleri (2020). In our study, we examine the more common practice
that review information is only accessible by explicitly clicking on a button. Second,
we focus on the consumer reviews themselves rather than aggregated review
information. As outlined above, research highlights the importance of consumer
reviews due to their additional information content. We address this research gap by
using an experimental setting that requires participants to examine consumer reviews.

3 Theoretical Background and Hypotheses Development

We build on the anchoring-and-adjustment model of belief updating by Hogarth and
Einhorn (1992) to develop our hypotheses on the effect of the accessibility of consumer
reviews on consumers’ purchase decisions. This model is based on the idea that
individuals first form an initial belief (anchor) which is subsequently adjusted due to
the influence of succeeding pieces of information. Throughout the decision-making
process, individuals may use one of the following strategies to process succeeding
pieces of information and adjust their beliefs: a step-by-step or end-of-sequence
strategy. When applying a step-by-step strategy, individuals adjust their beliefs after
processing each piece of information. This strategy is induced whenever individuals
have to express their belief after each piece of information and typically leads to
recency effects (i.e., individuals put more emphasis on more recently processed
information). The end-of-sequence strategy, on the other hand, implies that individuals
only adjust their beliefs after processing all information which typically results in



primacy effects (i.e., individuals put more emphasis on earlier information).! Finally,

when individuals have to express their belief only once after receiving all information,

their prevalent strategy depends on the complexity of information and tasks.

Translated to the context of making online purchase decisions, this means that
consumers can as well apply different strategies to process succeeding information and
adjust their beliefs about products. Further, we expect different strategies to be
prevalent depending on the accessibility of consumer reviews: If consumer reviews are
only accessible by clicking on a button and therefore appear in a second step, we expect
that consumers implicitly evaluate the first received information (for themselves) to
decide if they indeed want to access consumer reviews. Thus, a step-by-step strategy is
more likely induced (even if they are not explicitly asked to express their beliefs) —
implying the sole presence of recency effects. If consumer reviews are immediately
accessible together with further information (e.g., product features), we expect that
consumers apply either a step-by-step strategy or end-of-sequence strategy (implying
that either primacy or recency effects are present). Relatedly, Camilleri (2020) found
consumers to rely more on aggregated review information when presented after general
product information (i.e., stronger recency effects) compared to when presented
together. This supports our expectation of a stronger recency effect when consumers
are required to explicitly access consumer reviews compared to when they immediately
access them together with other information.

Stronger recency effects imply that consumers put more emphasis on the information
seen most recently (i.e., consumer reviews). As consumer reviews help to reduce
information asymmetries (Manes and Tchetchik, 2018; Park and Lee, 2009), consumers
that put more emphasis on them can better learn about the quality of a product. While
positive comments in consumer reviews typically indicate that a product is of high
quality and lead consumers to more favorably evaluate a product, negative comments
indicate a low quality leading to a less favorable evaluation (e.g., Hu et al., 2014; Huang
and Chen, 2006; Lei et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2019; Ziegele and Weber, 2015). Hence,
consumers that positively (negatively) evaluate a product consequently perceive the
value of a product as higher (lower). In other words, consumers putting more emphasis
on consumer reviews (due to explicitly accessing them) are expected to better align
their perceived product value with the actual product quality. Accordingly, we state our
first hypothesis as follows:

HI: Compared to immediately accessing consumer reviews, requiring consumers to
explicitly access consumer reviews increases (decreases) the perceived product
value of a high-quality (low-quality) product.

If consumers perceive a product to be of high (low) value, they are more likely to

purchase (discard) the product. Thus, if consumers’ perceived product value is better

aligned with the actual product quality, they are expected to rather purchase a high-
quality than a low-quality product. Thus, consumers exhibit a high decision accuracy
by choosing a high-quality product. As a direct consequence of H1, we expect that

! This observation holds for basic information and simple tasks (Hogarth and Einhorn, 1992).

We expect this to be the case for typical online shopping situations, as nowadays consumers
are familiar with purchasing a product online and also with consumer reviews.



consumers that put more emphasis on consumer reviews when explicitly accessing

them exhibit a higher decision accuracy. Accordingly, we hypothesize:

H2: Compared to immediately accessing consumer reviews, requiring consumers to
explicitly access consumer reviews indirectly increases decision accuracy via
perceived product value.

Figure 1 shows the corresponding research model and summarizes our hypotheses: We

expect the accessibility of consumer reviews to directly affect perceived product value

(i.e., H1) which serves as a mediator for consumers’ decision accuracy (i.e., H2).

Accessibility of H1 Perceived Product H2 -
. >, e Decision Accuracy
Consumer Reviews Value
——» Direct Effect ----——----% |ndirect Effect (via Perceived Product Value)

Figure 1. Research Model.

4 Research Methodology and Experimental Design

To test our hypotheses, we conduct a scenario-based online experiment with a between-
subject design which we describe in the following section.

4.1  Scenario Description

During the experiment, the participants’ main task is to purchase new noise-cancelling
headphones that help them to concentrate while working from home. For this purpose,
we implemented a scenario in which participants are forwarded to a fictive online
shopping website offering two different headphones.

At first glance (i.e., without reading consumer reviews), both headphones appear to
be similar. In particular, they have the same price and look, offer the same features, and
exhibit the same aggregated review information (i.e., average rating, rating distribution,
volume). The textual comments of the consumer reviews indicate, however, that one of
the headphones is of higher quality than the other: The consumer reviews for the low-
quality headphones highlight issues with the battery, microphone, and multi-device
connectivity while these features work properly for the high-quality headphones. As
the aggregated review information, however, are the same for both headphones, the
quality differences can only be discovered by reading the consumer reviews. Overall,
we show nine consumer reviews (six S-star reviews, two 4-star reviews and one 3-star
review) for each of the two headphones. While five consumer reviews are equivalent
in their textual content and sentiment for both headphones, four of them indicate quality
differences. The wording of the textual reviews was inspired by real consumer reviews



on headphones from Amazon. To avoid a potential bias due to the order of the consumer
reviews, we randomize their order.”

To proceed with the experiment, participants are asked to purchase one of the offered
headphones by clicking on the respective “Purchase” button. A pop-up window was
displayed when participants clicked on the “Purchase” button that asks them to confirm
their decision. This helps us to ensure that participants do not accidently click on the
“Purchase” button. To avoid a potential order bias due to product placement, the order
of the two headphones (left/right) shown on the online shopping website is randomized.

Ampora Wireless Over-ear
Headphones with Noise
Cancelling

$129.99

Customer reviews
4.60utof5

In stock

Buy Ampora

Read Reviews »//

Buy Tunemo

Tunemo Noise-Cancelling
Headphones, Over-ear,
Wireless

$129.99

Customer reviews
4.6 0utof 5

In stock.

These buttons are only
displayed in the treatment
group.

Read Reviews

/

Customer reviews for Ampora;

Luisa

| must say that | really love the noise cancelling
function and it is working perfectly.

Benjamin

Of all headphones | ever owned, this model has the
best sound quality!

Customer reviews for Tunemo:

Heather

Good headphones, however |'ve sometimes issues

with the microphone,

Skylar

Good headphones! They were delivered really fast

/

In the control group,
consumer reviews are
immediately displayed.
In the treatment group,
they are only displayed
after clicking on one of
the buttons above.

and were well protected by the packaging material

Figure 2. Excerpt of the Online Shopping Website.

4.2 Treatment Variation

To examine the effect of the accessibility of consumer reviews, we create two
experimental groups: In the first group, consumer reviews are immediately accessible
together with product information (control group). In the second group (treatment
group), only product information is displayed when participants are forwarded to the
online shopping website. Consumer reviews are only accessible by explicitly clicking
on the respective “Read Reviews” button. Figure 2 shows an excerpt from the online
shopping website. Note that after clicking on the “Read Reviews” button, participants
in the treatment group have the same website view as participants in the control group.
Participants in the treatment group, however, also have the possibility to directly
purchase without clicking on the “Read Reviews” button and therefore without
accessing and seeing consumer reviews.

2 Asboth products obtain the same aggregated review information, we also need to include low-

rated reviews for the high-quality headphones. These, however, focus on rather subjective
side aspects which are not linked to product quality itself (i.e., color of hard case, amount of
packaging material). For a detailed description of the consumer reviews, we refer to the sup-
plementary material available on shorturl.at/kEY56.



4.3 Variables

As outlined in Section 3, we expect the accessibility of consumer reviews to affect
consumers’ purchase decisions. By letting participants choose between two headphones
of different quality, we can directly measure decision accuracy which represents our
dependent variable. We define decision accuracy (Accuracy) as a binary variable being
one (zero) if participants choose the high-quality (low-quality) headphones.

After choosing between the headphones, we ask participants to state their
willingness-to-pay for each of the two headphones. As the absolute willingness-to-pay

might be participant-specific, we calculate the relative difference between the
WTPHQ-WTPLQ

WTPLq
WTPyq (WTP,q) represents the willingness-to-pay for the high-quality (low-quality)
headphones. A higher Ay+p implies that the values of both headphones are perceived
as more different.

At the end of the experiment, we ask participants about their demographics (i.e., age,
gender, education, and income) as well as their familiarity with the topic in the scenario.
In particular, we ask them whether they own, plan to buy or are not interested in noise-
cancelling headphones, how often they shop online and how often they read consumer
reviews when shopping online.

willingness-to-pay for both headphones as follows: Ayrp = , where

4.4 Implementation, Participants and Payment Structure

For implementing our experiment, we used the SoSci Survey platform. Before
launching the experiment, we performed pretests with students and participants
recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk to improve the comprehensibility of our study
as well as to minimize potential issues and ambiguities (Reynolds and Diamantopoulos,
1998).

Participants for the experiment were recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (US-
based, no demographic filters, minimum approval rate of 90%) and, as outlined above,
randomly assigned to one of the two experimental groups. To ensure that participants
are attentive during the experiment, we implemented two attention check questions
after participants stated their willingness-to-pay for both headphones. In particular, we
asked participants based on true/false answer options about the price of the headphones
and whether the headphones have a noise-cancelling feature. Note that these questions
can be answered without reading the consumer reviews as otherwise, our final sample
would suffer from self-selection.

All participants receive a base payment of $0.10 for completing the experiment.
Participants who correctly answered the attention check questions, receive additional
$0.50. To ensure that participants have an incentive to make meaningful decisions
during the experiment, only participants who choose to purchase the high-quality
headphones receive a bonus payment of $0.50. On the instruction page of the
experiment, we informed participants that their final payment ranges from $0.10 up to
$1.10 and that it depends on their decisions during the experiment. Assuming that
participants pay full attention to the experiment (i.e., they buy the high-quality
headphones), their compensation would be equivalent to $8.25 per hour when



calculating with our expected time of 8 minutes to finish the experiment. On average,
fully attentive participants needed about 6.30 minutes to complete the experiment and
since they bought the high-quality headphones received $1.10 resulting in an average
hourly wage of $10.48.

5 Analysis and Results

In total, we recruited 767 participants for our experiment. 596 of them correctly an-
swered the attention check questions. We checked the data for outliers and dropped 18
participants in total that made a very quick purchase decision (i.e., 7 seconds or less) or
entered abnormal high or nonnumerical values for their willingness-to-pay. Our final
dataset hence comprises 578 participants with 335 (243) participants belonging to the
treatment (control) group. To check whether sample randomization was appropriate,
we tested the control variables for differences between treatment and control group us-
ing a nonparametric Wilcoxon rank-sum test. None of the control variables except for
Education did significantly differ between the groups. Thus, we examined Education
by applying a Chi-square test to check for differences in the answer distributions be-
tween the groups and did not find a significant difference. Hence, we conclude that our
sample randomization is appropriate.

5.1 Main Results

To get a first impression of the effects of the accessibility of consumer reviews on our
main variables Ay, rp and Accuracy, we present the summary statistics in Panel A of
Table 1. For the treatment group, in which participants are required to explicitly access
consumer reviews, we observe a larger difference in the perceived values of both head-
phones. In more detail, participants of the treatment group perceive the value of the
high-quality headphones as approx. 24% higher compared to the low-quality head-
phones while participants of the control group only perceive it as 17% higher. We also
observe a higher decision accuracy for the treatment group (85.7%) compared to the
control group (82.7%).

To examine the statistical significance of the effect of the accessibility of consumer
reviews on the perceived product value (i.e., H1), we estimate an ordinary least squares
(OLS) model using heteroskedasticity-consistent robust standard errors with Ay rp as
dependent variable and a treatment dummy (Treat) as independent variable. Treat is
defined as a binary variable being one (zero) if participants are assigned to the treatment
(control) group. The result of this exercise is shown in Panel B of Table 1. The coeffi-
cient represents the difference in A rp between the experimental groups and is statis-
tically significant (p < 0.05). For robustness, we re-estimated the model including con-

3 For a more detailed presentation of these results, we refer to the complete summary statistics

included in the supplementary material available on shorturl.at/kEY56.



trol variables which confirms our observation (not tabulated). Thus, requiring partici-
pants to explicitly access consumer reviews indeed increases the difference in the per-
ceived product values. Hence, we find support for HI1.

To test whether the accessibility of consumer reviews affects decision accuracy via
perceived product value (i.e., H2), we apply a mediation analysis using the
PROCESS macro (Model 4) for R (Hayes, 2022). As suggested by Hayes (2022), we
assess the statistical significance of indirect effects via a bootstrapping procedure. We
base standard errors and 95% confidence intervals for the indirect effect on 5,000 bias-
corrected bootstrapping resamples. Results for the direct (first row) and indirect effect
(second row) of the mediation analysis are shown in Panel C of Table 1. First, there is
— as expected — no significant direct effect (i.e., Treat — Accuracy). Second, we ob-
serve a positive and statistically significant indirect effect (i.e., Treat — Ayrp —
Accuracy). Hence, we observe a full mediation of the effect of the accessibility of
consumer reviews on decision accuracy. For robustness, we re-estimated the mediation
analysis including control variables and the indirect effect remains significant for 90%
confidence intervals (not tabulated). Therefore, requiring participants to explicitly ac-
cess consumer reviews results in a higher decision accuracy. Hence, we can confirm
H2 as well.

Table 1. Main Results.

Panel A. Summary Statistics

Treatment Group (n=335) Control Group (n=243) Diff

Mean SD Min Max Mean SD Min Max in Means
Ayrp 23.9% 404%  -50%  288.9% 17.4%  28.8% -34.6% 180.0% 6.5%"
Accuracy 85.7%  35.1% 0 1 82.7%  37.9% 0 1 3.0%

Panel B. Effect on Perceived Product Value

Effect SE
Treat = Ayrp 0.065™ 0.029
Panel C. Effect on Decision Accuracy

Effect SE LLCI ULCI
Treat — Accuracy 0.045 0.269 -0.483 0.572
Treat — Ayp — Accuracy 0.840 0.435 0.108 1.820

Notes: Statistical significance is based on a Wilcoxon rank-sum test (Ayrp) and Chi-square test
(Accuracy) in Panel A. Panel B shows the results of an ordinary least squares regression with heteroskedas-
ticity-consistent robust standard errors (SE). For Panel A and Panel B, " denotes p < 0.01, ™ denotes
p < 0.05 and " denotes p < 0.10, respectively. Panel C shows the results of a mediation analysis with 95%
confidence intervals. Confidence intervals (LLCI/ULCI = Lower/Upper Limit of Confidence Interval) of in-
direct effects in Panel C are based on 5,000 bootstrapping resamples and effects are presented in log-odds
metrics because of the binary dependent variable (Accuracy). In Panel C, significant effects (p < 0.05) are
indicated in bold.



5.2  Additional Insights

The findings in the previous section supports both hypotheses suggesting that requiring
consumers to explicitly access consumer reviews improves purchase decisions. How-
ever, our experimental design can result in the fact that some of our participants do not
explicitly access consumer reviews and therefore not see consumer reviews at all. We
therefore provide additional insights on this aspect.

First, 58 participants (approx. 17%) of the treatment group did not access and there-
fore not even see consumer reviews, although they had an incentive to do so due to the
incentive-compatible payment structure of our experiment. Using participants’ de-
mographics, we can examine the determinants of whether a participant explicitly ac-
cesses consumer reviews or not.* For this purpose, we run a logit regression with Ac-
cessed as dependent variable, being one if participants explicitly access consumer re-
views and zero otherwise, and participants’ characteristics (i.e., our control variables)
as independent variables. We observe that participants who infrequently purchase
online (p < 0.1) or infrequently read reviews (p < 0.01) are most likely to not explic-
itly access consumer reviews. All remaining participant characteristics (i.e., age, gen-
der, education, income, headphone usage) do not affect the likelihood to explicitly ac-
Cess consumer reviews.

Second, these 58 participants that did not access and therefore not see consumer
reviews, could only randomly choose between the two headphones. In other words,
they are not able to correctly evaluate product quality. This is actually the case and we
find the average Ay p of those participants to not be significantly different from zero
(p > 0.1) and the Accuracy to not be significantly different from 50% (p > 0.1).

Third, when excluding those 58 participants, the positive effect of explicitly access-
ing the consumer reviews (treatment group) compared to immediately accessing them
(control group) is — by definition — substantially stronger. In fact, we observe higher
mean values for the treatment group (Ayrp = 28.0%, Accuracy = 91.3%) compared
to the main results. This also has consequences for the statistical tests: For re-estimating
the OLS model from Section 5.1 with the reduced sample, the coefficient increases
considerable (f = 0.106,p < 0.01). Similarly, the mediation analysis also indicates a
substantially larger treatment effect being significant for 99% confidence intervals.
Thus, we can conclude that the positive impact of those participants that accessed con-
sumer reviews substantially outweighs the effects of the participants that did not access
them.’

4 For this analysis, only participants of the treatment group are considered, as the participants

of the control group did not have to explicitly access consumer reviews.

5 Note that for this comparison, individuals that are likely to ignore reviews are already ex-
cluded in the treatment group (by not clicking on the button) but not in the control group.
Hence, this comparison might disadvantage the control group as it could still include partici-
pants that do not read consumer reviews although they are immediately accessible. To ap-
proximate this potential self-selection for the entire sample, we generally exclude those par-
ticipants that are likely to not click on the button (i.e., those who infrequently purchase online
or infrequently read reviews) and re-run the analyses. With the reduced sample, our findings
remain unchanged.



6 Discussion and Conclusion

Our study emphasizes that the accessibility of consumer reviews matters for consum-
ers’ purchase decisions. When consumer reviews are only accessible by explicitly click-
ing on a button, participants’ perceived product value is better aligned with the actual
product quality compared to the control group where consumer reviews are immedi-
ately accessible (i.e., H1). This, in turn, increases the likelihood to purchase the high-
quality product rather than the low-quality product (i.e., H2). In other words, it posi-
tively impacts decision accuracy via perceived product value as a mediating variable.
Importantly, this conclusion is based on the entire sample of the treatment group which
also includes participants that did not access consumer reviews. Nonetheless, the posi-
tive effect of those participants that decided to explicitly access the consumer reviews
outweighs the effect of those participants that did not access consumer reviews and that
made, by definition, the worst decisions. To sum up, even though both experimental
groups received the same overall information and the payment structure for participants
was incentive-compatible, requiring them to explicitly access consumer reviews im-
proves their purchase decisions.

6.1 Theoretical Contribution

This study adds to the understanding of how the design of online review systems affects
consumer’s purchase decisions. While many existing studies focus on the presentation
within the set of consumer reviews, we are the first — to the best of our knowledge — to
provide evidence on the accessibility of (the entire set of) consumer reviews. Guided
by the anchoring-and-adjustment model of belief updating by Hogarth and Einhorn
(1992), we observe consumers to put more emphasis on consumer reviews, if they are
only accessible by clicking on a button indicating a (stronger) recency effect compared
to immediately accessible consumer reviews. This may be due to a more likely induced
step-by-step strategy of information processing and belief updating. In this context, we
extend the findings by Camilleri (2020) as he neither investigated consumer reviews
themselves nor that they are only accessible by explicitly clicking on a button. Hence,
we contribute by providing additional evidence that the anchoring-and-adjustment
model of belief updating is also applicable for the accessibility of consumer reviews.

6.2 Limitations and Future Research

Overall, our study has certain limitations which however might serve as starting points
for future research. First, we provided study participants with an artificial online shop-
ping situation. Even though we designed an incentive-compatible payment structure
implying that participants’ decisions had real monetary consequences for them, deci-
sions in a real online shopping situation might be different. This might particularly be
true for very expensive products or services as they are related to a substantial financial
loss in case that the purchased product is of low quality. While A/B-testing might be a
potential solution to test our hypotheses in the field, it might come with other issues
(e.g., existing customers being confused by a new design). Second, we only hypothesize



that participants in the treatment group are more likely to apply the step-by-step strat-
egy. Even though our findings are strongly supported by the anchoring-and-adjustment
model of belief updating, future research might apply more fine-grained measurements
like, for example, eye-tracking approaches. This might add further knowledge on how
the accessibility of consumer reviews affects the way consumers process peer-gener-
ated information to evaluate product alternatives when making an online purchase de-
cision. In addition, an eye-tracking approach could help to capture whether participants
are reading consumer reviews at all and, if so, how intensely. This might be particularly
worthwhile to deepen the understanding of the participants’ behavior in the control
group as the consumer reviews are immediately accessible. Finally, we only tested our
hypotheses based on study participants that were using desktop devices. Given the re-
cent research that highlights substantial differences between desktop and mobile usage
due to different presentation of information (Fink and Papismedov, 2022), it remains
unclear if our findings can directly be transferred to users with mobile devices. There-
fore, future research might perform a similar study focusing on the difference between
the presentation on desktop and mobile devices.

6.3  Practical Implications

Our results guide e-commerce retailers’ decisions on how to implement the access to
consumer reviews. If e-commerce retailers want their customers to be well-informed
about a product’s quality, they should require them to explicitly access consumer re-
views (e.g., by clicking on a link or button), as this will more likely induce a step-by-
step strategy for processing information resulting in stronger recency effects. While
being well-informed about a product’s quality not only increases consumer satisfaction
(i.e., by choosing a high-quality product), it also saves e-commerce retailers’ money
and reduces carbon dioxide emissions due to fewer product returns. On the other hand,
our findings also indicate that e-commerce retailers could implement the access to con-
sumer reviews in a way that consumers’ attention is drawn away from them. Especially
e-commerce retailers offering low-quality products might apply such a strategy. Policy
makers should be aware of this potential misconduct and could require providers of
online review systems to support consumers in processing peer-generated information.
This could imply, for instance, that consumer reviews must be accessible in a similar
way across e-commerce retailers. Finally, our observation that one type of consumer is
likely to neglect consumer reviews can also be transferred to other settings with infor-
mation asymmetries (e.g., reading reviews for a bank account, doctor, hiking paths,
etc.). Those who neglect information from consumer reviews are likely to make bad
decisions in different situations in life when information asymmetries are present.
Hence, policy makers should have an incentive to make inexperienced consumers
aware of consumer reviews as an important means to reduce information asymmetries.
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