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Can two-sided messages
increase the helpfulness

of online reviews?
Ming-Yi Chen

Department of Marketing,
National Chung Hsing University, Taichung City, Taiwan

Abstract
Purpose – Online reviews are increasingly available for a wide range of products and services.
Several studies have demonstrated the benefits of the presence of customer reviews to an online
retailer, but the issue of what makes online reviews helpful to a consumer in the process of making a
purchase decision remains uninvestigated. The paper aims to discuss this issue.
Design/methodology/approach – Given the strategic potential of online reviews, this study drew
on past research to develop a conceptual understanding of the components of helpfulness and to
further empirically test the model using actual online review data from iPeen.com in Taiwan. A content
analysis of 989 reviews across four products identified the interplay effects of review sidedness,
reviewer’s expertise, and product type on the helpfulness of an online review.
Findings – For search goods, consumers consider two-sided reviews to be more helpful than one-sided
reviews when the reviewers are experts in writing such articles, whereas they consider two-sided
reviews to be equally helpful as one-sided reviews when the reviewers are novices. Conversely, for
experience goods, consumers consider one-sided reviews to be more helpful than two-sided reviews
when the reviewers are experts in writing review articles, but they consider one-sided reviews to be
equally helpful as two-sided reviews when the reviewers are novices.
Practical implications – With an understanding of how review sidedness affects online review
helpfulness, online retailers could establish the policy for promoting the helpfulness of reviews
more effectively.
Originality/value – This research yields at least three important contributions: first, it contributes to
the message sidedness literature by showing which arguments (one- or two-sided) are deemed to be
helpful; second, it contributes to the online peer review literature by demonstrating the importance of
considering product type and heuristic cues (i.e. the reviewer’s expertise) when explaining helpfulness;
and third, the results in this research demonstrate that people are drawn to dual-processing; that is, the
judgment of online review helpfulness is determined by heuristic cues (e.g. the status of the reviewer)
and systematic processing (e.g. review content).
Keywords Novice and expert, Online review helpfulness, Review sidedness,
Search and experience goods
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Online reviews can be defined as peer-generated product evaluations that are written
by consumers on the internet, and posted on company or third party websites. Online
retail websites or forums offer consumers the opportunity to post product reviews with
content in the form of numerical star ratings and open-ended comments about the
products. Industry statistics indicate that nearly all consumers (98 percent) prefer
searching dozens or even hundreds of product reviews from other consumers before
making a purchase decision (Riegner, 2008). They rely heavily on online reviews toOnline Information Review
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make decisions that may range, for example, from which film to watch to which digital
camera to buy. In particular, an online review can effectively mitigate certain risks for
females and may attract them to buy online (Bae and Lee, 2011). Some studies have
recognized that an online review is a powerful force in increasing product sales by
positively shaping consumers’ product attitudes and affecting their buying behaviors
(Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006; Dellarocas et al., 2007; Park et al., 2007; Duan et al., 2008;
Zhu and Zhang, 2010). Thus, both academic and industrial researchers have called for
additional studies in this particular field (Brown et al., 2007).

Online retailers have been given an incentive to provide online content that
customers may perceive to be helpful, such as Amazon.com posting detailed guidelines
for writing reviews. They have also invested in peer review systems that enable
consumers to vote on whether they found a review helpful in their purchase decision-
making process. As the availability of customer reviews becomes more widespread,
simply offering online reviews is more likely to be insufficient to attract consumers.
One question that arises is “which types of reviews do consumers find helpful?” Online
review helpfulness has been described as the extent to which consumers perceive an
online review as being capable of facilitating judgment or purchase decisions (Li et al.,
2013). Understanding what makes some online reviews helpful in the eyes of
consumers is a timely and important topic.

In reviewing the rich stream of literature related to the factors driving the perceived
helpfulness of online reviews (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010; Schlosser, 2011; Willemsen
et al., 2011; Baek et al., 2012; Kim and Gupta, 2012; Racherla and Friske, 2012; Lee et al.,
2013; Li et al., 2013; Yin et al., 2014), this study posits that consumers’ perceptions of online
review helpfulness are determined by three factors: its content-based features (i.e. review
sidedness), its source-based features (i.e. reviewer’s expertise), and the consumers’ decision
context (i.e. the two types of products: search goods vs experience goods).

Several studies have ignored the written content of online reviews due to the cost
and effort incurred in measuring such information (Godes and Mayzlin, 2004), instead
focussing on more easily quantifiable measures such as star ratings (Godes and
Mayzlin, 2004; Sen and Lerman, 2007; Forman et al., 2008). However, evidence has
revealed that consumers reading online reviews do not rely solely on summary
statistics, such as star ratings, but also consider the written content of online reviews
(Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006). Even though some studies have yielded important
insights on the perceived helpfulness of review valence (Park and Lee, 2009; Willemsen
et al., 2011; Racherla and Friske, 2012; Lee et al., 2013; Purnawirawan et al., 2014; Tsao,
2014), an important part of understanding the helpfulness of online reviews – such as
the effectiveness of presenting one-sided vs two-sided reviews –may have been missed.

Providing two-sided messages, rather than one-sided messages, can make an
advertisement more credible (Crowley and Hoyer, 1994), while presenting multiple
sides may also help an advertisement appeal to everyone when the audience’s views are
unknown (Tetlock et al., 1989). Although this may appear to be a logical development of
the theoretical viewpoint, the findings of message sidedness from advertising contexts
may not generalize to online review contexts (Schlosser, 2011), because consumers have
no motivation to lie, however, other approaches found in the relevant literature have
suggested the opposite (Pavlou and Dimoka, 2006; Forman et al., 2008; Parra and Ruiz,
2009; Korfiatis et al., 2012). Thus, this study suggests that two-sided reviews that
include both pros and cons will not always be more helpful in an online context – it
depends on the source characteristic (i.e. reviewer’s expertise) and the decision context
(i.e. product type).
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Online reviews are usually posted anonymously and are shared among strangers
(Steffes and Burgee, 2009), so review helpfulness could be influenced by the perceived
credibility or expertise of the reviewer. The personal profiles of reviewers can be used
as inference cues to help consumers perceive the individual who has written the
consumer review. Also, the authorship of product reviews is important in influencing
consumers’ perceptions of the helpfulness of such reviews (Forman et al., 2008; Li et al.,
2013), because consumers are inclined to seek and follow the advice of expert sources in
their purchase process. Expertise has been actively researched in the cognitive sciences
for many years. This study defines an expert reviewer as a reviewer who is very
familiar with and has significant experience in writing reviews. Some studies have
shown that experts give less extreme evaluations and hold more moderate attitudes
than novices (Linville, 1982), while other studies have found that experts are
characterized by relatively extreme evaluations (Lusk and Judd, 1988). It is worth
considering how a reviewer characteristic (i.e. the reviewer’s expertise) interacts with
review sidedness on the helpfulness of an online review.

With respect to the product type, this study compares search goods and experience
goods (Nelson, 1970). Search goods are those products whose quality is easily assessed
based on product information even before firsthand experience, whereas experience
goods are those whose quality is difficult to evaluate before direct experience (Nelson,
1970). The decision context difference between search goods and experience goods can
inform our understanding of the effects of review sidedness on the helpfulness of
online reviews.

Thus, this study argues that different combinations of review sidedness, the
reviewer’s expertise and product type are possible influences on the helpfulness of an
online review. With an understanding of how review sidedness affects online review
helpfulness, online retailers can offer greater potential value to their customers.
In practice, encouraging quality customer reviews does appear to be an important
component of the strategy of many online retailers, because helpful reviews can create
a source of differentiation.

2. Literature review and hypotheses development
2.1 Heuristic-systematic model (HSM)
Dual process theories examine the role played by both the information content of the
message and the factors of its context affecting message credibility (Zhang and Watts,
2003). The HSM is one of the prominent theories that use the dual process approach.
HSM distinguishes between systematic information processing, or when a subject
exerts considerable cognitive effort in performing the task, and heuristic information
processing, or when a subject exerts comparatively little effort in judging the validity of
a message (Chaiken, 1980). Thus, people who engage in systematic information
processing attempt to comprehend and evaluate the arguments in a message, as well as
assess their validity in relation to the conclusion. By contrast, people who engage in
heuristic information processing rely on more accessible information, such as the
source identity or other non-content cues, in deciding whether to accept the conclusion
of a message rather than processing argumentation (Chaiken, 1980).

HSM has been most influential in the field of persuasion (Smith and DeCoster, 2000)
and is useful for explaining effective communication in group opinions (Briggs et al.,
2002; Cheung et al., 2009; Zhang and Watts, 2003). HSM has also been widely applied to
understand how information processing by individuals leads to their decision
outcomes in online environments (Baek et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2008; Park and Kim, 2008;
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Park et al., 2007; Sher and Lee, 2009; Sussman and Siegal, 2003; Zhang et al., 2010).
For example, Baek et al. (2012) and Zhang et al. (2010) applied HSM to explain the
information processing behavior of consumers in online consumer review platforms.

This research also applies HSM to classify information in online consumer reviews into
review content for systematic information processing and reviewer identity for heuristic
information processing. Review contents are the arguments contained in an online review
and used in systematic information processing in an objective manner (Chaiken, 1980).
Conversely, reviewer identity, such as reviewer’s expertise, is a non-content cue used in
a subjective manner in heuristic information processing (Chaiken, 1980).

In this regard, the current research model illustrates that consumers take into
account both review sidedness and reviewer’s expertise in determining which review is
helpful. This study further expects product type to moderate the helpfulness of an
online consumer review. Product type is divided into the following categories: search or
experience goods. Some studies have shown the effects of the extremity of star rating
and word count on the helpfulness of online reviews (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010;
Pan and Zhang, 2011; Li et al., 2013). As a result, this study includes two control
variables, namely the extremity of star rating and word count, as covariates in the
analysis. Figure 1 illustrates the research framework.

2.2 The helpfulness of online reviews
An online review refers to specific instances where reviewers create product-focussed
articles with the intention of informing, persuading, or reminding consumers (Berthon
et al., 2008). A helpful online review is defined as the perceived ability of an online
review to help decision makers in understanding and evaluating the quality and
performance of products sold online (Chen et al., 2008; Li et al., 2013). Online retailers
have commonly used review “helpfulness” as the primary means of measuring how
consumers evaluate a review. For example, after each online review, Amazon.com asks,
“Was this review helpful to you?” Amazon provides helpfulness information alongside
the review and consumers can sort reviews by the level of helpfulness. The perceived
helpfulness of a review has been found to be a significant predictor of consumers’ intent
to comply with a review (Cheung et al., 2008). Furthermore, the helpfulness of reviews
has been shown to be positively linked to sales impact (Ghose and Ipeirotis, 2011), and
this effect is more pronounced for less popular products (Zhu and Zhang, 2010).
A potential explanation is that for less popular products, it is harder to find additional

Review Sidedness
One-sided vs

Two-sided

Helpfulness of
Online Reviews

Product Type
Search Goods vs
Experience Goods

Reviewer’s Expertise
Expert vs Novice

Control Variables
• Extremity of

Star Rating
• Word Count

Figure 1.
Conceptual model

319

The
helpfulness of
online reviews

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

A
SH

K
E

N
T

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

IN
FO

R
M

A
T

IO
N

 T
E

C
H

N
O

L
O

G
IE

S 
A

t 2
3:

00
 1

5 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



information sources and consumers are extra reliant on reviews that are rated as
helpful. This study focusses on the sidedness of review content to understand the
helpfulness of the article.

2.3 Review sidedness
Review sidedness refers to the style of argumentation within the review content, and
whether it is one- or two-sided. A one-sided review presents only those arguments in
favor of a particular argument, whereas two-sided reviews present the arguments in
favor of an argument but also consider the opposing arguments. Previous evidence
confirms that two-sided arguments are generally more persuasive than one-sided
arguments (Crowley and Hoyer, 1994; Eisend, 2007). In particular, people are more
likely to align their attitudes and product preferences with the content of a message
after reading the pros and cons of an argument (i.e. a two-sided message) than they
would after reading the pros or cons alone (i.e. a one-sided message). This is because
acknowledging some negative aspects of a product acts against the advertiser’s self-
interest to sell the product and enhances advertiser credibility (Bohner et al., 2003).
That is, consumers deem the advertiser to be more trustworthy than if the
advertisement contained only positive (i.e. one-sided) arguments.

Although this may appear to be a logical development of the theoretical viewpoint,
other documented approaches have suggested the opposite (Pavlou and Dimoka, 2006;
Forman et al., 2008; Parra and Ruiz, 2009; Korfiatis et al., 2012); that is, presenting a one-
sided review is more helpful than a two-sided review. For example, extremely positive or
negative ratings of eBay sellers were assessed as more informative than moderate
ratings (Pavlou and Dimoka, 2006). This is because a product review that presents a
one-sided argument (in favor of or against purchase) is considered more helpful in a
search process, since it eliminates or strengthens the position of the product with regards
to the list of alternatives or items in a consideration set. Other research has found that
one-sided reviews (referring only to either positive or negative aspects) were considered
much more helpful than moderate reviews, which reported both positive and negative
aspects (Forman et al., 2008). Previous research has examined how online settings
provide instruments enabling consumers to view alternatives quickly and thus reduce
the size of the consideration set in an online shopping scenario (Parra and Ruiz, 2009).

These mixed findings do not provide conclusive evidence about whether one-sided
reviews or two-sided reviews are more helpful, and they leave some unresolved issues
about review sidedness in the online review context. This study argues that the relative
value of one-sided vs two-sided reviews may differ depending on whether the reviewer
is a novice or an expert in writing review articles and whether the products are search
goods or experience goods.

2.4 Reviewer’s expertise
A reviewer’s ability and expertise to accurately express their thoughts is a very
important social cue for consumers (Baek et al., 2012). When making purchase
decisions, consumers are inclined to seek and follow the advice of expert sources
(Huang et al., 2009; Tan et al., 2008). The degree to which a source is considered an
“expert” is determined by evaluating the knowledge and competence that a source
holds regarding the topic of interest (Gotlieb and Sarel, 1991). In the online
environment, consumers tend to assess the expertise of reviewers based on their past
behavior in terms of the number and content of the reviews written or information
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provided for others’ queries (Racherla and Friske, 2012). Thus, this study argues that
experience in writing reviews is an important indicator in judging the expertise of a
reviewer, and what defines a reviewer’s expertise is that they are very familiar with,
and have significant experience of, writing reviews. An “expert” has more experience in
writing reviews than a “novice.” Such reviewers may be knowledgeable in the domain
of the particular product category. The authorship of product reviews is important
in influencing consumers’ perceptions of the helpfulness of any such reviews (Forman
et al., 2008; Li et al., 2013).

2.5 Product type
Several studies have indicated differences in the influence of electronic word-of-mouth
and online reviews across different product categories (Sen and Lerman, 2007; Park and
Lee, 2009; Cheema and Papatla, 2010; Mudambi and Schuff, 2010; Zhu and Zhang, 2010;
Baek et al., 2012). This study also considers whether the effects of review sidedness on the
helpfulness of online reviews depend on whether the products are search goods or
experience goods. Experience goods are those for which it is relatively difficult and costly
to obtain information on product quality prior to interaction with the product; key
attributes are subjective or difficult to evaluate and compare, and there is a need to use
one’s senses to evaluate quality (Nelson, 1970). For search goods, it is relatively easy to
obtain information on product quality prior to interaction with the product; key attributes
are objective and easy to evaluate and compare, and there is no strong need to use one’s
senses to evaluate quality (Nelson, 1970). Examples of search goods include digital
cameras and cell phones (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010), while examples of experience
goods include books and films (Schlosser, 2011). Although many products involve a mix
of search and experience attributes, the categorization of search and experience goods
continues to be relevant and widely accepted (Huang et al., 2009).

3. Research method
3.1 Hypotheses development
A review that is authored by an expert is found to be more trustworthy and useful than
that of a novice when evaluating the credibility of unfamiliar information, and will have
more influence on brand attitudes and purchase intentions (Eastin, 2001; Pollach, 2008).
These findings have been explained by the “authority” heuristic (Chiou et al., 2014;
Tan et al., 2008; Huang et al., 2009), a cognitive decision rule (“expert statements are true”)
established through prior experience which teaches that experts are a valid source of
information due to their authority on a subject. Furthermore, social influence theory
suggests that a consumer is more likely to be influenced by online reviews posted by
professional commentators through the internalization process (Lee et al., 2011). Thus, a
review written by an expert should be highly diagnostic of message validity. Experts
are supposed to know what they are talking about and to make a convincing point
irrespective of whether one-sided or two-sided reviews are provided. In contrast,
novices are usually unfamiliar with online reviews and the domain of product
categories, and they find it difficult to represent strong arguments when compared to
an expert. This study further argues that the interplay effects of review sidedness and
the reviewer’ expertise on helpfulness depend on product type.

Consumers use online reviews to help them make decisions regarding both types
of products, and it follows that a purchase decision for search goods may have
qdifferent information requirements than a purchase decision for experience goods.

321

The
helpfulness of
online reviews

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

A
SH

K
E

N
T

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

IN
FO

R
M

A
T

IO
N

 T
E

C
H

N
O

L
O

G
IE

S 
A

t 2
3:

00
 1

5 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



Consumers are more skeptical of experience than search attribute claims, and more
skeptical of subjective than objective claims (Huang et al., 2009).

In the literature on the economics of information, a close connection is made between
information and uncertainty (Nelson, 1970). Information quality is critical in online
reviews, as it can reduce purchase uncertainty and the consideration set, and may increase
the speed of decision making (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010). Online reviews are considered
to be one of the most reliable sources of pre-purchase information for experience goods,
because consumers are likely to face greater pre-purchase uncertainties for experience
goods than for search goods (Zhu and Zhang, 2010). Thus, uncertainty and difficulty in
making an evaluation play an important role for experience goods and consumers need to
seek online reviews with a clear direction to help them to make a decision efficiently.

This study argues that one-sided reviews will give rise to more clear and simple
information and are considered beneficial for reducing the consideration set for
experience goods. Although two-sided reviews are viewed as more balanced, they also
reflect complex information about taste which cannot provide a clear indication about
the reviewers themselves. On consumer ratings sites, experience goods often have
many extreme ratings and few moderate ratings, which can be explained by the
subjective nature of the dominant attributes of experience goods. Experience goods,
such as books and films, seem to attract reviews from consumers who either love them
or hate them, with extremely positive reviews being especially common (Ghose and
Ipeirotis, 2006). Moreover, it is easy for consumers to discredit negative product
information that is based on subjective criteria (e.g. a reviewer dislikes a book because
he/she does not like the writing style of the author; Pan and Zhang, 2011). Thus, this
study makes an assumption that online reviews act as a second-stage instrument for
screening alternatives in the consideration set formed by the consumer for experience
goods, and that in this case, extreme reviews containing one-sided arguments would be
favored over moderate reviews containing two-sided arguments.

In contrast, consumers may often be less inclined to consult or fully process online
reviews or others’ opinions for search goods than for experience goods, which is
because objective claims about tangible attributes are more easily compared and
substantiated for search goods on retail websites (Zhu and Zhang, 2010). Those
purchasing search goods are more likely to seek factual and balanced information
about the products’ objective attributes and features (Pan and Zhang, 2011). It is
difficult to discount information that is based on objective criteria (e.g. a reviewer
reports that a Global Positioning System (GPS) does not pick up a signal). Thus, this
study argues that two-sided reviews are considered more helpful than one-sided
reviews for evaluating search goods, and the hypothesis is as follows:

H1. There is a three-way interplay effect between review sidedness, reviewer
expertise, and product type on online review helpfulness.

H1a. For search goods, consumers will consider two-sided reviews to be more
helpful than one-sided reviews when the reviewers are experts in writing
articles, while they will consider two-sided reviews to be equally helpful as
one-sided reviews when reviewers are novices.

H1b. For experience goods, consumers will consider one-sided reviews to be more
helpful than two-sided reviews when the reviewers are experts in writing
articles, while they will consider one-sided reviews to be equally helpful as two-
sided reviews when reviewers are novices.
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3.2 Data collection
This study collected data through iPeen.com in Taiwan from 2009 to 2013. iPeen.com
was selected because all variables could be coded from this e-commerce website. This
study retrieved the publicly available pages containing all online reviews across four
products (i.e. a film, a cell phone, a digital camera, and a GPS) which included a total
of 989 reviews written by sample reviewers.

3.3 Variables
This study was able to operationalize the variables of the model using the iPeen.com
dataset. The website allows consumers to evaluate the helpfulness of posted reviews,
which are followed by the question “was this review helpful for you” with the three
response options being: “helpful”, “average” and “unhelpful.” This study adopted a
Z-score transformation to standardize the number of people who clicked “helpful” as
the index of online review helpfulness. Moreover, the website identifies articles as
helpful online reviews where they meet the following criterion: the percentage of the
number of people who clicked “helpful” divided by the total number of people who
voted is in excess of 50 percent. In total, 68.87 percent of the articles were judged as
helpful reviews.

The explanatory variables are review sidedness, the reviewer’s expertise and
product type. Review sidedness is coded by whether only pros, only cons or both pros
and cons are mentioned. In line with Tan et al.’s (2008) research, this study used status
cues to represent a reviewer’s expertise (i.e. status provided by a website to indicate a
reviewer’s experience in writing online reviews). The website ranks a reviewer’s status
according to his or her experience in writing articles, the number of posted articles, and
the helpfulness of their reviews. Compared to novices, experts will have posted
more than 80 articles and will have received higher evaluations of helpfulness on this
website.

Product type is coded as a binary variable, with a value of 1 for search goods and
2 for experience goods. In line with prior research (Schlosser, 2011), this study identified
films as experience goods. Three products were regarded as search goods: a digital
camera, a cell phone, and a GPS. These are also representative of search goods used in
previous research (Weathers et al., 2007; Mudambi and Schuff, 2010). The two control
variables are the word count of the review and the extremity of the star rating (1-6)
given to a product by the reviewer. If the star rating is 3 or 4, it is coded as neutral,
others are coded as extreme ratings.

3.4 Coding procedure
A content analysis of online review sidedness was conducted. Two undergraduate
students who served as judges were unaware of the research hypotheses and
independently coded the arguments of each review as positive, negative, or both. If a
review was coded as either positive or negative, it was regarded as a one-sided
message, whereas if a review was coded as containing both positive and negative
arguments, then it was regarded as a two-sided message (Schlosser, 2011). The two
judges had to become familiar with the coding scheme and then received review
samples on which to practice until their initial inter-judge agreement reached an
acceptable level (Rust and Cooil, 1994). To ensure coding quality, the judges initially
coded the 30 most helpful reviews and the 30 least helpful reviews in the dataset, and
then compared their coding results and resolved any disagreements before beginning
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the remaining coding work. According to these procedures, a review is one-sided
if only the pros (e.g. “Camera quality is really great, it is easy to use”) or cons (e.g.
“it is a little heavy”) are mentioned, whereas a review is two-sided if both pros
and cons are mentioned (e.g. “It could take a good picture, but uses a large amount of
battery power”).

This study relied on Cohen’s (1960) κ, which prevents the inflation of reliability
scores by correcting for chance agreement. The κ values for each product represent
substantial levels of intercoder reliability (Landis and Koch, 1977). The intercoder
reliability for each category is listed in Table I and all disagreements were resolved by
discussion.

4. Results
4.1 The descriptive statistics
The percentage of one-sided and two-sided reviews was 67.41 and 35.39 percent,
respectively. In all, 93.44 percent of the one-sided reviews were positive. Prior research
has indicated positive reviews are more prevalent than negative reviews (Chevalier and
Mayzlin, 2006). In total, 69.63 percent of the two-sided reviews tended to be positive.
When there are more than 50 percent of negative arguments in a two-sided review, this
may minimize the persuasive effectiveness of such reviews (Crowley and Hoyer, 1994;
Eisend, 2006), but a t-test reveals that a negative tendency of a two-sided review is as
helpful as a two-sided review with a positive tendency. The largest number of reviews
was retrieved from 2011, which is because there was a very popular film released in
2011 and many reviewers discussed this on the website. Only 9.50 percent of the
reviews are for search goods, which is because objective attributes about search goods
are easily acquired on retail websites and consumers are less inclined to consult online
reviews (Zhu and Zhang, 2010). Consumers believed that an expert’s opinion (M¼ 0.62,
SD¼ 1.02) is more helpful than a novice’s opinion (M¼−0.51, SD¼ 0.74,
t(1, 987)¼ 20.21, po0.01), which supports previous findings (Willemsen et al., 2011).
The descriptive statistics for the variables in the full dataset are included in Table II.

4.2 Hypothesis testing
A three-way ANCOVA (analysis of covariance) was performed with review sidedness,
reviewer’s expertise and product type as independent variables. Online review
helpfulness was regarded as a dependent variable. Two control variables were used:
extremity of star rating and word count. The results reveal a three-way interaction
(F(1, 979)¼ 16.42, po0.00, η2¼ 0.01). Table III summarizes the results.

Consistent with H1a, a planned contrast reveals that for search goods, consumers
will consider two-sided reviews to be more helpful (M¼ 1.81, SD¼ 1.41) than one-sided
reviews (M¼ 0.97, SD¼ 1.43; F(1, 43)¼ 4.24, p¼ 0.04, η2¼ 0.02) when reviewers are
experts in writing articles, while they will consider two-sided reviews to be equally

Product type κ

A film 0.73
A cell phone 0.71
A digital camera 0.75
A GPS 0.71
Notes: K was calculated by P0−Pc/1−Pc; P0 is observed agreement and Pc is chance agreement

Table I.
The intercoder
reliability for each
category
(κ coefficient of
agreement)
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helpful as one-sided reviews when reviewers are novices (F(1, 43)¼ 2.14, p¼ 0.15,
η2¼ 0.01). In contrast, for experience goods, consumers will consider one-sided reviews
to be more helpful (M¼ 0.59, SD¼ 1.00) than two-sided reviews (M¼ 0.41, SD¼ 0.69;
F(1, 379)¼ 7.89, po0.00, η2¼ 0.01) when reviewers are experts in writing art

Variables Category Frequency %
Star

Rating Word Count Helpfulness

Review
sidedness

One-sided
review

Positive 598 93.44 5.36 (0.64) 1,050.20 (724.80) −0.02 (1.05)
Negative 42 6.56 4.07 (0.89) 846.70 (648.60) −0.26 (0.93)

t-value 12.31*** 1.77* 1.45
Subtotal 640 64.71 5.28 (0.73) 1,036.90 (721.40) −0.04 (1.04)

Two-sided
review

More
positive 243 69.63 5.07 (0.63) 1,053.00 (620.40) 0.06 (0.99)
More
negative 106 30.37 4.51 (0.86) 1,187.10 (745.10) −0.08 (1.09)

t-value 6.82*** 1.62 1.16
Subtotal 349 35.39 4.90 (0.75) 1,146.40 (711.30) 0.02 (1.02)

t-value 7.61*** 2.29** 0.75
Year 2009 13 1.31 5.00 (0.65) 1,324.54 (661.34) 2.40 (1.54)

2010 5 0.51 5.60 (0.65) 827.40 (779.14) 0.49 (1.54)
2011 831 84.02 5.15 (0.77) 1,105.04 (716.81) −0.01 (0.95)
2012 97 9.81 5.06 (0.77) 920.24 (772.99) −0.32 (1.11)
2013 43 4.35 5.16 (0.59) 808.63 (546.99) −0.22 (1.24)

F-value 0.94 3.53*** 22.35***
Product
type

Search goods 94 9.5 5.23 (0.61) 946.5 (734.00) 0.35 (1.61)
Experience goods 895 90.5 5.14 (0.77) 1,089.1 (716.90) −0.06 (0.95)

t-value 1.19 1.83* 3.69***
Reviewer
status

Novice 559 56.52 5.18 (0.81) 932.9 (664.80) −0.51 (0.74)
Expert 430 43.48 5.10 (0.69) 1,260/80 (745.70) 0.62 (1.02)

t-value 1.53 7.29*** 20.21***
Total 5.15 (0.76) 1,075.51 (719.39) −0.02 (1.03)
Notes: n¼ 989. Standard deviations are in parentheses. *,**,***Significant at po0.1, po0.05, and
po0.01 levels, respectively

Table II.
Descriptive statistics

and comparison
of means and SD
for subsamples

Sources of variation F-value df η2

Extremity of star rating 6.43*** (1, 979) 0.00
Word count 86.24*** (1, 979) 0.05
Review sidedness (RS) 0.02 (1, 979) 0.00
Product type (PT) 18.04*** (1, 979) 0.01
Reviewer’s expertise (RE) 258.76*** (1, 979) 0.16
RS×PT 1.89 (1, 979) 0.00
RS×RE 7.18*** (1, 979) 0.00
PT×RE 41.57*** (1, 979) 0.03
RS×PT×RE 16.42*** (1, 979) 0.01
Total 73.12*** (9, 979) 0.40
Notes: *p⩽ 0.10; **p⩽ 0.05; ***p⩽ 0.01

Table III.
Effects on online

review helpfulness
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icles, while they will consider one-sided reviews to be equally helpful as two-sided
reviews when reviewers are novices (F(1, 508)¼ 0.03, p¼ 0.87, η2¼ 0.00), which
supports H1b. Table IV and Figure 2 present these results.

5. Conclusion and general discussion
5.1 Theoretical implications
A helpful product review significantly affects consumer perceptions and decision-making
behavior in the online shopping context (Chakravarti et al., 2006). Previous research has
shown that the mere presence of customer reviews on a website can improve customer
perceptions of the website (Kumar and Benbasat, 2006). Furthermore, reviews that are
perceived as helpful to customers have greater potential value to companies, including
increased sales (Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006). Hence, an online shopping website
manager should identify helpful product reviews and increase the quality and quantity of
any such reviews. This study built on these findings by exploring the antecedents of
perceived helpfulness of online customer reviews and considers how online review
helpfulness is determined by three factors: content-based features (i.e. review sidedness),
source-based features (i.e. reviewer’s expertise), and consumers’ decision context (i.e. the
two types of products: search goods and experience goods). The results reveal that when
reviewers are experts in writing articles, one-sided reviews are more helpful than two-
sided reviews for experience goods, whereas two-sided reviews are more helpful than
one-sided reviews for search goods. The findings help explain why some reviews are
perceived to be more helpful than others.

Search goods Experience goods
Factors Novice Expert Novice Expert

One-sided review −0.52 (1.07) 0.97 (1.43) −0.49 (0.74) 0.59 (1.00)
n¼ 24 n¼ 21 n¼ 354 n¼ 241

Two-sided review −0.94 (0.42) 1.81 (1.41) −0.49 (0.70) 0.41 (0.69)
n¼ 23 n¼ 26 n¼ 158 n¼ 142

Notes: Standard deviations are in parentheses. This study adopted a Z-score transformation to
standardize the index of online review helpfulness

Table IV.
Review sidedness
on online review
helpfulness by
reviewer’s expertise
and product type

–1.5

–1

–0.5

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

Novice Expert Novice Expert

Search Goods Experience Goods

Online Review 
Helpfulness One-Sided

Two-Sided

Figure 2.
Online review
helpfulness as a
function of review
sidedness, reviewer’s
expertise, and
product type
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This study provides an interesting contrast to previous findings which suggest that
extreme reviews are less helpful than moderate reviews for experience goods
(Mudambi and Schuff, 2010). They proposed that moderate ratings are viewed as more
balanced, whereas extreme reviews will give rise to more subjective thinking about the
reviewers themselves. However, in line with prior findings which suggest that extreme
reviews are more helpful than moderate reviews (Forman et al., 2008), this study also
confirms that one-sided reviews for screening alternatives in a consideration set formed
by consumers are more useful than two-sided reviews for experience goods, because
consumers find it difficult to acquire objective attributes on retail websites. Future
studies could sample a larger set of products to determine whether the findings remain
consistent, even for experience goods.

Compared with previous studies, the unique contributions of this study are
multifaceted. First, they contribute to the literature on message sidedness by showing
which arguments (one- or two-sided) are deemed to be helpful. In the advertising
literature, presenting multiple sides can be more persuasive than an entirely favorable
(i.e. one-sided) advertisement because mentioning some negative information is
contrary to an advertiser’s sales motive (Crowley and Hoyer, 1994). Consequently, two-
sided advertisement claims are attributed to the advertiser’s truthfulness rather than
expertise. Nevertheless, the current research suggests that different effects emerge in
online review contexts, where the reviewer has less (if any) incentive to lie. Although
reviewers may present multiple sides to appeal to an audience with unknown (Tetlock
et al., 1989) or diverse views (Schlosser, 2005), such reviews were not always deemed
the most helpful.

Second, this study is the first attempt to investigate the effects of one-sided vs
two-sided arguments depending on the reviewer’s expertise and the product types. The
implications of one- (vs two-) sided arguments on the helpfulness of online reviews has
likely been ignored due to the time and cost incurred in analyzing written content
(Godes and Mayzlin, 2004). This study contributes to the literature relating to online
peer review by demonstrating the importance of considering product type and heuristic
cues (i.e. the reviewer’s expertise) when explaining helpfulness. Third, this research
also makes a contribution to information processing theory – i.e., HSM. Previous
studies have focussed on heuristic cues, such as a reviewer’s ranking and real name
exposure, to explain the effects of reviews; that is, on the characteristics shown on the
surface level of reviews (e.g. reviewer identity disclosure) that are of benefit to the
helpfulness of an online review (Forman et al., 2008; Pan and Zhang, 2011; Willemsen
et al., 2011; Baek et al., 2012). The results in this research demonstrate that people are
drawn to dual-processing; that is, the judgment of online review helpfulness is
determined by heuristic cues (e.g. the status of the reviewer) and systematic processing
(e.g. review content).

5.2 Managerial implications
It is clear that consumers attach different weights to different reviews depending on
which content/reviewer characteristics are present and which products are being
evaluated. The results can be used to develop guidelines and effective reward
mechanisms for creating more helpful online reviews. For example, the results imply
online retailers should consider different guidelines and effective reward mechanisms
for customer feedback, depending on whether that feedback is for search goods or
experience goods and the status of the reviewer is expert or novice. When reviewers are
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expert in writing articles, online retailers should encourage them to provide two-sided
reviews for search goods, whereas unique taste is important for experience goods.

5.3 Limitations and future research directions
As with any study, there are some limitations that present opportunities for future
research. First, using data from a real website has the advantage of providing a
more objective, data-driven approach than alternative approaches relying on subjective
interpretations. However, the disadvantage of using data from a real website is that the
researchers do not know the total number of people who voted and nor do they know
whether those reviews would be as helpful (or unhelpful) to those who do not vote on
reviews at all. Perceived helpfulness is a formative construct consisting of three
dimensions: first, perceived source credibility; second, perceived content diagnosticity;
and third, perceived vicarious expression (Li et al., 2013), so future studies could
measure the multi-dimensions of perceived helpfulness through survey methods.
Moreover, the current design did not allow us to measure the personal traits of the
reviewers who posted useful scores. It may be necessary to take such variables into
account, since message effects are generally agreed to result from an interaction
between source characteristics, content characteristics, and receiver characteristics
(De Maeyer, 2012). Future research could use an experiment method to confirm that the
results in this study hold.

Second, the samples of the reviews analyzed were retrieved from one particular
online review site: iPeen.com in Taiwan. This is in contrast to previous studies which
have used Amazon.com as a major online review site. Future research should examine
whether similar findings will emerge from other online review sites, while taking into
account any cultural factors. This is particularly important since message evaluations
can be simultaneously affected by a chain of sources and cultural differences. Recent
research suggests that people may evaluate online messages in reference both to the
individual contributor of that information, and to the website from which the message
derives (Huang et al., 2009). Furthermore, cultural differences across various countries
(e.g. China and the USA) have an impact on the way in which consumers provide online
reviews (Fang et al., 2013).

A final consideration for future research is the relationship between perceived
helpfulness and consumer behavior. This study uses perceived helpfulness as a
reflection of the degree to which a review is considered to be helpful in the consumer
purchase decision-making process (Mudambi and Schuff, 2010). However, this measure
does not capture purchase decision-making per se. Although prior research has found a
positive relationship between perceived helpfulness and purchase intention (Cheung
et al., 2008; Parra and Ruiz, 2009), additional research is needed to test whether the
conclusions can be extended to purchase behavior.
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