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This research investigates how compliance with a recommendation made by another consumer is affected by the amount of

information provided about the reviewer and the perceived similarity of the reviewer. In Study 1 we demonstrate that, given no

information about a reviewer (i.e., the reviewer’s characteristics are ambiguous), consumers project their own characteristics onto the

reviewer, resulting in compliance likelihoods that are similar to compliance with a recommendation made by a reviewer presented as

similar (vs. dissimilar) to the target consumer. In Study 2 we demonstrate that the false consensus effect is responsible for these

results.
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Abstract
This research investigates how compliance with a recommendation made by another consumer is affected by the amount of

information provided about the reviewer and the perceived similarity of the reviewer. In Study 1 we demonstrate that, given no information
about a reviewer (i.e., the reviewer’s characteristics are ambiguous), consumers project their own characteristics onto the reviewer,
resulting in compliance likelihoods that are similar to compliance with a recommendation made by a reviewer presented as similar (vs.
dissimilar) to the target consumer. In Study 2 we demonstrate that the false consensus effect is responsible for these results.

Consumers seeking recommendations on products and services have typically obtained this information from two primary sources,
professional agents who are paid to make such recommendations (e.g., movie critics, interior decorators) (Solomon 1986; West 1996)
or friends and family members who provide this information through word-of-mouth communication (Brown and Reingen 1987).
However, Internet technology now offers consumers a new source for product information: consumer-to-consumer recommendations in
which no personal information is provided about the reviewer (e.g., online user reviews that are posted with no identifying information
about the reviewer other than a user name).

The primary research question we seek to address is: how do consumers respond to recommendations made by an ambiguous
reviewer (whom we define as a reviewer about whom no personal information is available)? Previous research on agent recommendations
suggests that giving consumers more information about a product recommender will increase compliance with the recommendation if that
recommender is demographically similar to the consumer (Feick and Higie 1992). Gershoff and Johar (2006) demonstrate, for example,
that consumers overestimate an agent’s knowledge based on over-reliance on similarity cues in a close relationship. Hence, past research
suggests that reviewer ambiguity would decrease compliance with reviewer recommendations since consumers will be unsure whether
the reviewer is similar (which would increase compliance) or dissimilar (which would decrease compliance) to themselves. However,
Norton, Frost, and Ariely (2007) argue that ambiguity can be beneficial in some contexts (e.g., potential dating partners are liked more
when people have less information about them because more information increases the likelihood of discovering dissimilarity between
oneself and a potential partner).

We propose that, when provided with no identifying information about a reviewer, consumers project their own characteristics onto
that reviewer in a manner consistent with the false consensus effect (in which consumers tend to overestimate the prevalence of their own
attitudes in the general population; Ross, Greene, and House 1977), such that consumers respond as positively to recommendations made
by ambiguous reviewers as they do to recommendations by reviewers that they know are similar to themselves. Essentially, we propose
that when information about reviewers’ tastes is left ambiguous, participants assume these reviewers share their own tastes and attitudes.

To test our hypotheses, in Study 1 each participant read a restaurant review ostensibly written by another consumer and then indicated
their intentions to visit the restaurant they read about. The review was designed to be slightly positive in order to make the restaurant
attractive but to avoid ceiling effects.The text of the review was held constant across all conditions, and amount and type of reviewer
information was manipulated such that participants saw either (1) no information about the reviewer (ambiguous reviewer condition), (2)
information about a reviewer who was similar to the average student at their university (similar reviewer condition), or (3) information
about a reviewer who was different from the average student at their university (dissimilar reviewer condition). In the similar and dissimilar
reviewer conditions, the participants saw nine units of demographic information (e.g., age, gender, university attended, etc.) that were
either similar or dissimilar to themselves (gender) or to the average student at their university (age, university attended). After reading
the review, participants rated, on a scale of one (“not at all likely”) to nine (“extremely likely”), how likely they would be to try the
restaurant. Participants also rated how similar they thought the reviewer was to themselves in terms of similarity in restaurant taste.


