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This research examines the communication function of consumer WOM by comparing the ability of different review formats to

accurately convey a reviewer’s evaluation. Utilizing experiments involving actual online reviews, we find that simple attribute ratings

can be more or less effective than review commentary, depending on the extremity of the product experience being described. By

applying a linguistic analysis tool to commentary content, we demonstrate that specific characteristics are predictive of

communication errors. Finally, using a ‘telephone’-type game involving chains of participants, we observe greater decay in

communication accuracy for commentary-based than that attribute-based WOM.
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Mirroring recent growth in social networks and consumer-generated content, word-of-mouth (WOM) research has regained attention 
in marketing theory and practice. Among various purposes served by consumer WOM, one important function is to communicate speakers’ 
evaluations of goods or services, and this advisory role of WOM is perhaps most clearly illustrated by online product reviews. A burgeoning 
literature has explored the content of these communication efforts and their relation to audience inferences, persuasion, and firm performance 
(Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Weiss, Lurie, and MacInnis 2008; Schellekens, Verlegh, and Smidts 2010). In contrast, we focus on the ability 
of consumer WOM to perform its basic communication function. This issue is important to consumers and marketers alike, as more accurate 
WOM not only benefits consumer decision processing, outcomes, and satisfaction, but also enables more efficient use of WOM as a com-
munications and feedback tool. 

Consumers exchange WOM in a variety of forms varying in richness and complexity. We focus on two distinctive forms that represent 
opposite extremes: attribute ratings and commentary. For example, when sharing our opinions about a product online (e.g., a hotel stay), some 
forums allow open-ended discussion of anything deemed relevant (e.g., a description of our experience), while other forums restrict com-
munication to ratings of specific features (e.g., cleanliness, location). Each format has distinct advantages for communicating one’s opinion. 
Attributes are concise and easily understood; to the extent that relevant attributes are included, this format is consistent with multi-attribute 
utility models (Holbrook and Havlena 1988), enabling recipients to ‘calculate’ a sender’s opinion. Commentaries are not conducive to such 
mental calculation and the process of verbally transcribing one’s opinions is inherently noisy. However, commentary provides a far richer 
context offering its own advantages (e.g., West, Huber, and Min 2004; Escalas 2007). Commentaries allow speakers to express not only ‘pros 
and cons’, but also the idiosyncratic importance of those pros and cons to that speaker. In addition, commentaries aggregate components of 
a consumption experience to convey an overall impression, while attributes artificially separate the experience in a manner that may exag-
gerate single positive or negative aspects (Thaler 1985). Importantly, both these advantages are compounded for very positive or negative 
experiences, which often result from extreme performance on a few important dimensions. Therefore, building on prior evidence that narra-
tives elicit stronger affective reactions (Adaval and Wyer 1998), we suggest that commentary is particularly suited to transmission of highly 
valenced opinions, so that any advantage of attributes over commentary in communicating evaluations will be attenuated when those evalu-
ations are extreme.

Utilizing actual consumer reviews from a popular travel website, Study 1 examined individuals’ ability to predict the hotel evaluations 
of reviewers. Twenty five reviews (each from a different hotel) were selected from the website using a stratified random sampling procedure. 
Undergraduate participants (N=109) were assigned to one of three conditions: participants in the commentary condition were given the body 
of review text to read; participants in the attribute condition were given the reviewers’ rating of specific attributes (e.g., “service = 3/5”), and 
participants in the combination condition were given both forms of content together. Participants read reviews for five different hotels, one at 
a time. After reading each review, they were asked to estimate what overall rating the reviewer gave for the hotel (on a 5-pt. scale).
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Communication error was calculated by taking the absolute deviation between a participant’s estimate and the reviewer’s overall rating. 
In support of our hypotheses, analysis revealed a significant interaction between information type and evaluation extremity.  For hotels rated 
far from the mean, commentary and combination were more effective than attributes; for medium-rated hotels, attributes were more effective.

A follow-up analysis explored how the effectiveness of commentaries related to their linguistic content. Each of the 25 commentaries 
was analyzed using the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count tool (Pennebaker, Booth, and Francis 2001), which categorizes words from a tar-
get script into over 70 linguistic or psychological categories. Descriptive analyses yielded interesting insights (e.g., positive emotional content 
greatly outnumbered negative content - Liu 2006)’ surprisingly, longer reviews did not enhance communication (c.f. Mudambi and Schuff 
2010). Words describing cognitive processes accounted for fully 16% of review content, and greater use of these words was a significant 
predictor of communication error. Moreover, cognitive process content was found to partially mediate the effect of extremity, supporting the 
notion that the idiosyncratic theorizing inherent to neutral evaluations is partly responsible for their greater communication error.

A defining property of WOM communication is its ability to be absorbed and retransmitted along a ‘chain’ of communicators. Build-
ing on the first study, we suggest that the disadvantages of commentary-based WOM make it especially unsuited to accurate retransmission. 
In particular, if the likelihood of commentary elements being retransmitted depends solely on their vividness than their representativeness, 
certain valuable elements will be “lost” as the chain progresses. Study 2 explored the implications of this property for communication effec-
tiveness by adopting a ‘telephone-game’ framework (Bartlett 1932; Brown and Reingen 1987). After a screening process, one hotel review 
was selected from those used in Study 1. Undergraduate students (n=135) were divided into 45 different ‘chains’ of three participants apiece. 
The first member of each chain was given the original hotel review in one of three formats (commentary, attributes, or a combination), along 
with the reviewer’s overall evaluation. After completing a short filler task, they were then asked to both reproduce the original review to the 
best of their ability and recall the evaluation. The next member in each chain was provided the first member’s reproduced WOM, without any 
evaluation, and then (after a delay) asked to both reproduce it themselves and estimate the original evaluation. This process was repeated for 
the third member of the chain.

Decay of information was captured by the absolute difference between the original reviewer’s evaluation and the estimates of each 
member along the chain. Analysis of decay revealed an interaction between stage and information type. Follow-up analyses showed that for 
commentary and combination conditions, the accuracy of review estimates fell sharply from stage-1 to stage-2, and continued to decline at 
stage-3. In contrast, decay in the attribute condition was negligible across the sequence. Examination of the reproductions themselves re-
vealed an explanation in keeping with our arguments. Although the original evaluation was positive (4/5), reproductions in the commentary 
condition contained a disproportionate level of content that was vivid but negative (and therefore unrepresentative); in the attribute conditions 
this was not the case.

Taken together, our results provide insights regarding the utility of consumer WOM for performing a basic but critical function: commu-
nicating the speaker’s preference. As such, this research represents an initial foray into a topic of growing importance to the field of consumer 
behavior. In addition, our findings have important implications for marketers interested in utilizing WOM to inform or influence consumer 
learning, choice, and satisfaction.
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