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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
It is fairly well accepted that WOM impact the receivers of so-

cial information, however there has been far less research to under-
stand its effect on the information providers. How might the process 
of providing a product rating affect one’s subsequent behavior? For 
example, will product reviewers behave differently if they offer their 
rating score on a 2-pt vs. on a 5-pt rating scale?

We propose that rating scale can affect senders’ future WOM 
behavior as different scales may influence how certain they feel on 
the ratings score they assign. For example, given a satisfactory con-
sumption experience, consumer may feel confidence to rate the prod-
uct as 4 on a 5-point scale, but feel less confident to rate it as 12 on 
a 15-point scale. Such a belief about one’s rating process, which we 
refer to “rating certainty”, is defined to reflect raters’ certainty belief 
regarding the score. As the rating certainty level is higher, it implies 
that their evaluation is more likely to be valid, therefore is more pre-
dictable on their evaluation-consistent behavior, such as future WOM.

Any belief or thought can be held with subjective levels of con-
fidence (Berger and Mitchell 1989). When a belief is about one’s 
own personality or traits, the certainty belief refers to self-certainty 
(Clarkson et. al 2009). When a belief object is one’s attitude, the 
certainty belief refers to attitude certainty. While belief is a first-order 
cognition, certainty judgment is considered a second-order cognition 
(or metacognition) that is attached to the first-order cognition and 
reflects thoughts about one’s own thoughts or thought process (Jost, 
Kruglanski, and Nelson 1998). Analogously, when rating a product 
rating task and offering a rating score (first-order cognition), a sec-
ond-order cognition is expected to occur. We refer to this second-
order cognition as rating certainty, which reflects the extent to which 
a rater subjectively believes that the provided rating score can pre-
cisely capture her underling utility. Since rating certainty is a type of 
certainty belief, it is expected to follow similar properties as other 
constructs in this class. In particular, a belief with higher certainty is 
more likely to predict belief-associated behavior (Fazio and Zanna 
1978). Therefore, when raters are more certain that the assigned rat-
ing score is accurate, they are more likely to engage in behavior that 
is consistent with the rating- in this context, WOM communication.

One factor that may affect one’s rating certainty level may be 
the choice of rating scale. For instance, Komorita and Graham (1965) 
suggest that a scale with fewer scale points may not provide sufficient 
discrimination by consumers, however a scale with too many scale 
points may go beyond consumers’ ability to discriminate one point 
from the other. This suggests that one’s rating certainty level may be 
affected by the number of scale points: a rater may be less certain 
about her rating when the scale design is not capable of reflecting 
her true underlying utility. In order to examine whether scale points 
can affect rating certainty, we choose two of the most commonly 
used scale formats, 2-point (as in “thumbs up” and “thumbs down” 
or “helpful” and “not helpful,” etc.) and 5-point scales. We predict 
that a 2-point scale may not fully capture one’s product evaluation, 
compared to a 5-point scale, because of its limited discrimination 
and meaningfulness (Viswanathan, Sudman, and Johnson 2004)). We 
conducted three studies to examine our hypotheses.

Study 1 aims to examine whether different product rating scales 
can affect rating certainty and, in turn, WOM intention. Given that 
rating certainty is close to attitude certainty, an important and valid 
concern is the extent to which we are able to distinguish between 

these constructs. This represents an important secondary goal of the 
study. We conducted a 2 (rating scale: 2-pt, 5-pt) x 2 (counterbalanc-
ing order: attitude certainty before rating certainty or vice versa) be-
tween-subjects design. One-hundred twenty two Mturk participants 
were recruited and were randomly assigned to treatments. They first 
watched a two-minute video. Then, depending on their conditions, 
about half of the participants first rated the video, assessed their rat-
ing certainty, and then reported attitude certainty. The other half first 
reported attitude certainty, and then rated the video and provided rat-
ing certainty.

Rating score with two different scales (2-pt, 5-pt), which had 
the same end-point anchors: “awful” and “excellent.” Rating cer-
tainty was captured by four questions (α=.95): (“How sure are you 
that the rating score [x] you assigned is precise?”, “How definite is 
your rating score [x] of the video? ,“The rating score [x] I assigned 
was clear”, and “The rating score [x] I assigned was precise, from 
“disagree” to “agree”).Next, we measured attitude certainty via 
two items (“How certain [sure] are you of your opinions toward the 
video?”;r=.94). WOM intention was captured by three seven-point 
questions (“I am likely to tell my friends about this video in the next 
week/ to forward this video at least to one person in the next week/ 
to share the video on any social network such as Facebook or Twitter 
in the next week; 1= “strongly disagree,” and 7 = “strongly agree”). 
We average the three items to formulate one WOM intention index 
(α=.96). As predicted, rating certainty significantly predicted WOM 
intention in a regression model (b=0.24, t(119)=3.83, p<.001). In 
addition, we found that participants in the 5-point scale showed 
higher rating certainty level (M5=7.64) than those in the 2-pt condi-
tion (M2=6.41; F(1,119)=10.10, p <.01). A mediation analysis further 
confirmed that rating certainty drove the impact of scale on WOM. At-
titude certainty, on the other hand, was not affected by scale condition.

Study 2 aimed to replicate study 1 and to examine an alternative 
explanation that self-efficacy (Wood and Bandura 1989), rather that 
rating certainty, drives the effect. Sixty-one Mturksy were randomly 
assigned to either a 2-pt scale condition or a 5-pt scale condition. The 
study procedure was similar to study 1, except we employed a differ-
ent video and collected general self-efficacy measures using 10 items 
(Schwarzer and Jerusalem 1995). Similar to study 1, a regression 
model revealed a positive relationship between rating certainty and 
WOM (b=0.31, t=3.22, p<.01). Also, participants in the 5-point scale 
showed higher rating certainty level (M5=7.63) than those in the 2-pt 
condition (M2=6.20; F(1,57)=16.27, p<.001). However, self-efficacy 
level was not affected by scale condition (M2=7.85; M5=7.90).

Study 3 attempted to make rating certainty less salient to rat-
ers by removing the measure. We measured WOM decision imme-
diately after participants reported their evaluation on either a 2-pt or 
5-pt rating scale. Consistent with the first two studies, while 32.4% 
of the participants under 5-pt condition decided to share the video, 
only 18.6% of those under 2-pt condition chose to share (b=-.88, 
χ2(1)=4.70, p=.03). These results were further evidence that rating 
scale could affect WOM likelihood, even when rating certainty was 
not made salient.

Taken together, this research propose a new construct, rating 
certainty, and show that it mediates this impact of rating scale on 
WOM. We not only demonstrate a novel and exciting phenomenon, 
but also highlight the importance of rating certainty in driving WOM 
behavior.
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