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Online word-of-mouth (WOM) via consumer-generated product reviews has a significant impact on consumers’ purchase decisions

(e.g., Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Godes and Mayzlin 2004). In this context, information exchange is typically among strangers, and

readers can learn about reviewers only through reviewers’ own disclosure of their identity, expertise, and product involvement. Thus,

source-related disclosures function as one cue through which readers can evaluate the usefulness of the review and thus, the

persuasiveness of the message.

 

Identity-related disclosures can be important determinants of the persuasiveness of a review (e.g., Forman, Ghose, and Wisenfeld

2008; Naylor, Lamberton, and Norton 2011). Our research builds on this earlier work by focusing on the effect of expertise-related

disclosures on the persuasiveness of an online review. Specifically, we test the hypothesis that in some situations, too many expertise-

related disclosures can reduce the persuasive impact of a message.
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ficulty for both the desirability ratings (r=-.36, p=.005) and the importance weightings (r=-.53, p<.05). These results were consistent with 
our predictions that participants who coherence shift more resolve feelings of discomfort and perceived decision difficulty that arise from not 
having a dominant choice option.  

These data provide initial evidence for our proposed model of feature conflict leading to feelings of discomfort, which some individuals 
resolve through the use of pre-decisional coherence shifting.  Additional research is being conducted to further establish the proposed causal 
sequencing.  In the present study, those who coherence shifted less exhibited higher physiological arousal, while those who coherence shifted 
more exhibited lower physiological arousal. These findings shed light on the basic mechanisms underlying decision making and have implica-
tions for how consumers make decisions in difficult decision contexts when there is no objectively correct choice.    
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Online word-of-mouth (WOM) via consumer-generated product reviews has a significant impact on consumers’ purchase decisions 
(e.g., Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Godes and Mayzlin 2004). In this context, information exchange is typically among strangers, and readers 
can learn about reviewers only through reviewers’ own disclosure of their identity, expertise, and product involvement. Thus, source-related 
disclosures function as one cue through which readers can evaluate the usefulness of the review and thus, the persuasiveness of the message. 

Identity-related disclosures can be important determinants of the persuasiveness of a review (e.g., Forman, Ghose, and Wisenfeld 2008; 
Naylor, Lamberton, and Norton 2011). Our research builds on this earlier work by focusing on the effect of expertise-related disclosures on 
the persuasiveness of an online review.  Specifically, we test the hypothesis that in some situations, too many expertise-related disclosures 
can reduce the persuasive impact of a message. 

LITERATURE
Recent research has focused on the role of identity-related disclosures on the persuasive impact of an online consumer review.  For ex-

ample, Forman et al. (2008) found a positive relationship between the presence of identity-related information in a review and product sales.  
Naylor et al. (2011) demonstrated that when limited or ambiguous identity-related information is provided in a review, consumers automati-
cally infer that the reviewer has preferences similar to their own. Thus, a review with no identity-related information is often as persuasive as 
one that includes similar identity information. 

Both of these papers focus on identity-related disclosures, such as age, gender or geography.  Our research focuses on disclosures related 
to reviewer expertise.  In general, we expect that expertise-related disclosures will increase perceptions of source credibility and thus the per-
suasiveness of the review (e.g., McGuire 1969).  While expertise-related disclosures should increase perceptions of source credibility, exper-
tise disclosures could also reduce perceptions of similarity between the source and the message recipient.  Thus, we expect that the impact of 
the number of expertise-related disclosures on persuasion will depend on the consumers’ level of product category knowledge.  Specifically, 
for high knowledge consumers, the number of expertise-related disclosures in a review will increase source credibility and judgments about 
the evaluated product will be assimilated toward the evaluation provided in the review.  On the other hand, for low knowledge consumers, 
high levels of expertise-related disclosure may reduce perceptions of similarity.  If the message recipient infers that he/she is different than 
the message source, then they may use the review information as a standard of comparison or anchor, in which case the product evaluation 
would be contrasted from the evaluation provided in the review.  Thus, a review containing more expertise-related disclosures will be less 
persuasive for low product knowledge consumers.

METHOD
To test these hypotheses, we conducted an experiment where the number of expertise-related disclosures and level of expertise repre-

sented by these disclosures were manipulated, and participants’ self-reported product category knowledge was measured.  Undergraduate 
students (n = 176) participated for course credit.  Participants read three online reviews about a specific pair of running shoes. A photo of 
the shoes was provided, followed by the reviews. The first two reviews were seen by all participants. These reviews were mixed, mention-
ing some positive and some negative features of the shoes and included a rating of three out of five stars. These reviews did not include any 
disclosures or identification information about the reviewers. 

The third review was favorable, mentioning all positive attributes and a rating of five out of five stars. The structure of this review 
varied across participants. Specifically, we varied the number of disclosures included in the review (one vs. three) and the level of expertise 
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suggested by the disclosures (expert vs. novice).   We used a pre-test to select three novice (e.g., “I am a new runner”) and three expert (e.g., 
“I am a lifelong runner”) disclosures.  In the high disclosure condition, the review included either three novice or three expert disclosures, 
while in the low disclosure condition only one novice or expert disclosure was included, and we counterbalanced across the three disclosures 
in each group.

After reading the target review, we measured brand attitudes.  We then measured participant’s perceived similarity to the target reviewer, 
and perceptions of this reviewer’s expertise and trustworthiness.  The analyses below are based on the top and bottom 40% of respondents on 
the product category knowledge measure.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Our predictions suggest a three-way interaction between number of disclosures, expertise of the disclosures and participants’ product 

category knowledge.  This interaction is significant (F1,128 = 6.20, p < .01).  For participants low in product category knowledge, when the 
reviewer makes only one disclosure, brand attitudes do not differ by the expertise of that disclosure (p > .29).  Consistent with our predictions, 
when the reviewer makes three disclosures, brand attitudes are higher when these disclosures indicate that the reviewer is a novice (M = 3.44) 
versus an expert (M = 2.95), F1,128 = 3.76, p < .055.  In contrast, for participants high in product category knowledge, one disclosure has 
more influence on brand attitudes than does three disclosures.  Specifically, brand attitudes are more favorable when the reviewer makes one 
novice disclosure (M = 3.31) versus one expert disclosure (M = 2.87), F1,128 = 2.75, p < .10.  When the review includes three disclosures, 
brand attitudes do not vary by the expertise of the disclosure (p > .39).  The participant’s perceived similarity to the reviewer mediates these 
results.

These findings suggest that for lower knowledge consumers, source similarity has a larger effect on the persuasive impact of a message 
than that of source expertise, and that more disclosures allow low knowledge consumers to identify similar reviewers.  High knowledge 
consumers seem to infer that a source is similar when disclosures are limited, and appear to discount reviews as the number of disclosures 
increases, regardless of the expertise suggested by those disclosures.  In other words, for both low knowledge and high knowledge consumers, 
increasing the number of expertise-related disclosures can reduce the persuasive impact of a review. 
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That tastes awful, unless I hear it tastes good – The impact of informational social 
influence on conflicting evaluations
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In today’s marketplace consumers are becoming increasingly reliant on the judgments of others in order to form their subject evalua-
tions.   For example, when determining if a movie is good or bad the consumer can view the ratings given by other users, or when sampling 
a new drink the consumer recalls that in a national taste test nine out of 10 consumers preferred the drink over the current market leader.  
Instances such as these are but a few examples where the prior judgments made by an anonymous group of consumers can exert a powerful 
effect on the judgment of the target.

  Deutsch and Gerard (1955, 629) conceptualize this effect as information social influence where the individual “accepts information ob-
tained from another as evidence about reality.”  The term should not be confused with a normative social influence that refers to “an influence 
to conform to the positive expectations of another” (Deutsch and Gerard 1955, 629).  Under informational influence the individual has no 
pressure to conform while under the normative influence the individual’s judgments are motivated by a desire to conform to the judgments of 
others.  The present paper focuses on the impact that informational influence can have on the judgments of consumers.  Specifically, whether 
the impact of informational social influence can increase how a poor product is evaluated or decrease how a good product is evaluated.

Prior work has done well to demonstrate that a positive informational social influence can positively impact the evaluations consumers 
have (Cohen and Golden 1972) and a negative influence can have the reverse effect (Pincus and Waters 1977).  However, what is less clear 
is the interplay between the type of informational social influence and the quality of the product.  Specifically, what impact does a positive 
(negative) informational influence effect have on a poor (good) quality product?  Furthermore, the presence of competing signals, a positive 
informational influence and one’s own subjective taste can create a state of dissonance (Festinger 1957).  In order to move away from this 
state of dissonance, consumers often attempt to resolve this conflict through further evaluation (Sengupta and Johar 2001).  Therefore, it is 


