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Abstract 
 

This study investigates how consumers 
evaluate a product when they read conflicting 
online consumer reviews of evaluations from 
previous consumers. If consumers are rational, 
as is assumed in economics, they prefer the 
product with the low-variance of review-rating 
scores rather than the product with the high-
variance of review-rating scores because the 
variance of review-rating scores is positively 
related to the perceived uncertainty of product 
performance. Our study finds the condition in 
which consumers are likely to act irrationally, 
and explain why consumers have irrational 
behavior with attribution theory. When 
attributional bias occurs, consumers with a 
favorable prior brand attitude prefer the product 
with high-variance reviews over the product with 
low-variance reviews. Whereas, if attributional 
bias does not exist, rational behavior about the 
information uncertainty is found. Our findings 
show the underlying mechanism for the 
consumers’ responses to the disagreements of 
others’ opinions and give practical implications 
for online sellers. 
 
1. Introduction  
 

Others’ opinions, such as reference groups 
and word-of-mouth of friends, have been shown 
to influence consumers’ evaluations [2, 24]. 
Nowadays, consumers can share their own 
product evaluations and obtain others’ 
evaluations via the World Wide Web. This is 
called electronic word-of-mouth. An online 
consumer review, regarded as an electronic 
word-of-mouth message from a previous 
consumer, is an independent product information 
resource with growing popularity and importance 
[8]. 

An online consumer review created by a 
previous consumer has different characteristics 
from an advertisement created by an online 

seller. The product advertisement is product-
oriented, describing attributes in terms of 
technical specifications, and measuring 
performance by technical standards. A consumer 
review, on the other hand, is user-oriented, 
describing attributes in terms of usage situations, 
and measuring performance from a user’s 
perspective [20]. A consumer review is more 
subjective, resulting in positive evaluations from 
some consumers and negative evaluations from 
other consumers simultaneously. Thus, potential 
consumers need to integrate these contradictory 
reviews which create information uncertainty. 

Consumers use various strategies to reduce 
this uncertainty. It is found that they can reject or 
ignore an alternative with a conflicting opinion, 
or use a discounted average value for the 
category as a default valuation for the alternative 
[11, 17, 25]. They can average the provided 
opinions but again discounting this value to 
adjust for the disagreement [17]. It is also 
possible for consumers to accept others’ opinions 
selectively depending on their own perspective 
such as their expectations about a product.  

This study investigates how consumers 
evaluate a product when they read conflicting 
online consumer reviews of evaluations from 
previous consumers. This study focuses on the 
level of disagreements (evaluative extremity). 
For example, a product has 4 reviews with a 5 
star-rating system. One case is that two of the 
four reviews have two-stars (moderately negative 
evaluations) and the other two reviews have 
four-stars (moderately positive evaluations). The 
other case is that two of the four reviews have 
one-star (extremely negative evaluations) and the 
other two reviews have five-stars (extremely 
positive evaluations). The first case is considered 
as a low level disagreement, and the second case 
is a high level disagreement. Each case has a 
different variance of evaluation scores in spite of 
the same average score (3-stars). If consumers 
are rational, as is assumed in economics, they 
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prefer the product in the first case (low variance) 
rather than the product in the second case (high 
variance) because the first one involves lower 
risk. In addition, according to the previous study 
on negativity effect, consumers are likely to 
prefer the product in the first case with moderate 
negative evaluations rather than the product in 
the second case with extreme negative 
evaluations. However, there is recent interesting 
evidence that, maintaining the average scores, 
the variance of star-rating scores is positively 
related to gross product sales [4]. This means 
that consumers actually have a more favorable 
attitude toward the product with more highly 
conflicting reviews than with moderately 
conflicting reviews. This study starts with this 
interesting empirical result, and addresses these 
following research questions: (1) When does 
consumer’s irrational behavior occur? (2) Why 
does this behavior occur? (3) How can this 
behavior be resolved? Using attribution theory, 
this study proposes several hypotheses and tests 
them to find the underlying mechanism of 
consumers’ integration of multiple conflicting 
reviews.  
 
2. Theoretical Backgrounds and 
Hypotheses  
 
2.1. A Lack of Consensus on Online 
Consumer Reviews  
 
Online consumer review involves positive or 
negative statements made by consumers about a 
product for sale in internet shopping malls. This 
consumer-created information is helpful for 
decision-making on purchases since it provides 
consumers with indirect experiences. An online 
consumer review plays two roles – an informant 
role and a recommender role [20]. As an 
informant, online consumer reviews deliver 
additional user-oriented information. They 
include experiences, evaluations and opinions on 
products by former purchasers. As a 
recommender, they provide either a positive or 
negative signal of product popularity. If 
reviewers have an overall positive evaluation of 
a product, more reviews are likely to encourage 
consumers to infer that the product is popular. 

Online consumer reviews about a product 
often foster a lack of consensus because they are 
subjective opinions from previous consumers. 
Differences in product evaluations are frequent 
[3] because of unreliability in sensory 
experiences, different latitudes of acceptance, or 

heterogeneity in personal preferences. In the 
psychology literature, there have been a number 
of studies on these disagreements in the context 
of person attributes. These studies examined the 
observers’ evaluations on a person with positive 
attributes and negative attributes. According to 
the well-known averaging model of information 
integration [1], observers’ impressions of a 
person should be neutral if this person shows the 
same number of positive and negative attributes, 
each to the same extent. However, some studies 
reveal that even if the relative number of positive 
and negative attributes is controlled and 
balanced, negative impressions tend to emerge 
[22, 23, 28]. On the other hand, positivity effects 
have also been found [27], although considerably 
less frequent than negativity effects. 

The research in decision making suggests 
that a lack of consensus in opinions can create 
uncertainty for consumers [17]. In addition, the 
level of disagreement may be related to the level 
of uncertainty. For example, there is a higher 
level of disagreement when a product received a 
one star-rating score and a five star-rating score 
in a five star-rating system than when it has a 
two star-rating score and a four star-rating score 
even though these two cases have the same 
average score. Consumers may perceive more 
uncertainty for a product having one and five 
star-rating scores than a product with two and 
four star-rating scores. Prior research has shown 
that consumers respond negatively to such 
uncertainty [12]. Specifically, consumers may 
completely reject an alternative with conflicting 
opinions or ignore the inconsistent information 
and use a discounted average value for the 
category as a default valuation for the alternative 
[12, 17, 25]. Alternatively, consumers may use 
others’ opinions by averaging them and 
discounting this averaged information to adjust 
for the disagreement [17]. 

Since the level of disagreement is directly 
linked to the perceived uncertainty, consumers 
may discount the value of products differently 
depending on the level of disagreements. A 
product with a high level of disagreements is 
perceived as being less valuable than a product 
with a low level of disagreement. Therefore, 
consumers are more likely to purchase the 
product with a level of low disagreement, which 
is rational. Prospect theory also explains the 
consumer choice of a product with a low level of 
disagreement. Since consumers put more weight 
on negative information [13], a product with a 
high level of disagreement having more extreme 
negative information is less likely to be chosen.  
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Is there any situation in which consumers 
respond to a disagreement irrationally by 
showing a preference for a product with a high 
level of disagreement? Our study finds the 
condition in which consumers are likely to act 
irrationally in their preferences for a product 
with a high level of disagreement, and explains 
why consumers have irrational behavior with 
attribution theory [14, 15].  
 
2.2. Attribution Theory  

 
Attribution theory [14, 15, 29] focuses on 

how individuals interpret and ascribe causality to 
events. The theory suggests that when we 
interact with objects or their actions, we 
associate our favorable or unfavorable attitudes 
toward them or their actions with the attributes 
they contain [21]. Dubinsky et al. [6] summarize 
three key assumptions in attribution theory: (1) 
people try to determine the causes of their and 
others’ behavior, (2) people assign causal 
explanations for behavior in a systematic manner 
and (3) attributions which people make have 
consequences for future behavior. An individual 
is thought to attribute his or her (or another’s) 
behavior or attitudes to characteristics of the 
stimulus (object) or themselves (person), the 
circumstances, or some combination of these. 
For example, when consumers read online 
consumer reviews, they can attribute the 
reviewer evaluations to the product or to the 
reviewer. If consumers reading negative 
(positive) reviews attribute review contents to 
the target product, they think that the product is 
really bad (good). However, if the same 
consumers attribute reviews to the reviewers, 
their evaluations may not reflect the reviewers’ 
evaluations because they think the reviewers 
have no expertise or ability to evaluate correctly. 
The direction of attribution can be different 
depending on the product type. Nelson [18, 19] 
classified products as being either experience or 
search goods. Experience goods are those whose 
features can only be evaluated by trying or 
inspecting the product, while the features of 
search goods can be evaluated based on 
externally available information. Based on this 
classification, search goods can be objectively 
assessed based on the information available in 
the advertisements (e.g. MP3 player or digital 
camera). However, in the case of an experience 
good, the information available might not be 
good enough for the customer to evaluate the 
product (e.g. cosmetics or hotel service).  
Therefore, online consumer reviews about search 

goods can directly inform potential consumers of 
product quality and be judged to be right or 
wrong. In contrast, consumer reviews about 
experience goods are inherently unverifiable and 
may not seem credible or objective to potential 
consumers. Finally, consumers may think that 
the review evaluations about experience goods 
are based on reviewers’ own experiences, which 
results in attributing review contents more to 
reviewers rather than to the target product. 
Whereas, consumers reading reviews about 
search goods are more likely to attribute review 
contents to the target product because they can 
judge whether the evaluation is right or wrong 
based on advertisement information and their 
experiences. Thus, we propose the following 
hypotheses. 
 
Hypothesis 1: Consumers are more likely to 
attribute review evaluation to the reviewer when 
they read reviews on experience goods than 
search goods. 
Hypothesis 2: Consumers are more likely to 
attribute review evaluation to the target product 
when they read reviews on search goods than 
experience goods. 
 
2.3. The moderating role of prior brand 
attitude Attribution Theory  

 
Attributional bias can occur depending on the 

attribution. Consumers are likely to make a 
decision with attributional bias when tit is easy 
to attribute information to communicators and 
hard to attribute it to the target product. 
According to Hypotheses 1 and 2, this situation 
takes place for experience goods. Attributional 
bias leads consumers to concentrate more on the 
information that fits with their beliefs and less on 
the information that does not fit with their 
beliefs. In this study, we consider prior brand 
attitude as the variable that changes consumer 
beliefs. 

Having prior brand attitude, they tend to 
process information selectively. When 
consumers read consistent information that fits 
with the associations in their mind, they should 
accept the information directly and reinforce 
these associations [30]. For example, when 
consumers have a favorable (unfavorable) prior 
brand attitude, positive (negative) reviews fit 
with their beliefs which have already been 
formed through their past experiences. In 
addition, a high-evaluated (low-evaluated) brand 
name is expected to reduce the persuasiveness of 
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negative (positive) reviews because impression-
inconsistent information is typically deflected 
away from the brand and discounted [10]. Such a 
view is consistent with research in attribution 
theory, which suggests that attributions directed 
at the focal object are unlikely to be generated by 
receivers who have favorable associations with it 
[7]. Thus, based on the cognitive process 
mechanisms of attributional biasing [5] and 
discounting [26], receivers should attribute 
negativity (positivity) away from the focal brand 
when the negative (positive) information (about 
the focal brand) is inconsistent with a positive 
(negative) brand name. In these cases, receivers 
of negative (positive) information on favorable 
(unfavorable) brands will be more likely to 
attribute the negativity (positivity) of the reviews 
toward the reviewers. Hilton’s model of social 
communication [9] suggested that, all things 
being equal, a receiver assumes that a conveyor 
of interpersonal information is trying to be 
helpful and consequently should be positively 
disposed toward the communicator at the time of 
exposure. However, when contradictory 
information (i.e., negative (positive) information 
on a favorable (unfavorable) brand name) is 
presented by a communicator, the receiver will 
shift his or her impressions toward the negative, 
leaving him or her in a state of cognitive 
imbalance. Hiltons’ model suggested this 
imbalance will be overcome by the receivers’ 
attributing the belief-inconsistent messages 
toward the communicator. Consequently, 
consumers put less or no weight on the 
evaluations from reviews as inconsistent 
information. That is, when consumers are 
exposed to the reviews about a highly-regarded 
brand, they put less weight on the negative 
reviews (inconsistent information) and more 
weight on the positive information (consistent 
information). Thus, consumers are likely to 
prefer a product with a high level of 
disagreement having extremely positive reviews. 
On the other hand, when consumers are exposed 
to the reviews on a lowly-regarded brand, they 
put less weight on the positive reviews 
(inconsistent information) and more weight on 
the negative information (consistent 
information). Finally, when consumers read 
online consumer reviews on experience goods, 
consumers respond to the disagreement of 
review information irrationally with attributional 
bias, indicating that consumers prefer the product 
with a high level of disagreement for highly-
regarded brand. Thus, we propose the following 
hypotheses. 

 
Hypothesis 3: For experience goods, consumers 
exposed to the reviews on a lowly-regarded 
brand have a more favorable product attitude 
when the variance of review evaluations is low 
than when the variance of review evaluations is 
high. 
Hypothesis 4: For experience goods, consumers 
exposed to the reviews on a highly-regarded 
brand have a more favorable product attitude 
when the variance of review evaluations is high 
than when the variance of review evaluations is 
low. 
 

When it is easy to attribute review 
information to the target product and hard to 
attribute it to communicators, consumers are 
likely to process the information without 
attributional bias. According to Hypotheses 1 
and 2, this situation takes place for search goods. 
Consumers may put equal weight on belief-
consistency and belief-inconsistency, resulting in 
a preference for the product with a low level of 
disagreement rather than the product with a high 
level of disagreement to reduce the information 
uncertainty. In addition, they put more weight on 
the negative evaluations because negative 
information is more salient than positive 
information according to the prospect theory. 
Finally, when consumers read online consumer 
reviews on search goods, consumers respond to 
the disagreement of review information 
rationally without attributional bias, indicating 
that consumers prefer the product with a low 
level of disagreement rather than the product 
with a high level of disagreement regardless of 
prior brand attitude. Therefore, we propose the 
following hypothesis.  
 
Hypothesis 5: For search goods, consumers 
have a more favorable product attitude when the 
variance of review evaluations is low than when 
the variance of review evaluations is high 
regardless of prior brand attitude. 
 
3. Research Design and Method 
 

The primary objective of this experiment is 
to examine consumers’ integration of multiple 
conflicting reviews. We predict that, when 
consumers are likely to attribute review contents 
to communicators, consumers make decisions 
with attributional bias and respond to the 
disagreement irrationally. Whereas, when 
consumers are likely to attribute review contents 

Proceedings of the 41st Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences - 2008

4



to the target product, consumers respond to the 
disagreement rationally, as is assumed in 
economics. 
 
3.1. Design, Subjects, and Experimental 
System  

 
To test these hypotheses, a 2 × 2 × 2 

between-subjects design was employed. One 
hundred and sixty participants were recruited in 
the current experiment in exchange for a $5 
stationery gift. Their mean average age was 29.5 
years and 85 were males. The main study was 
preceded by two pretests for choosing the 
product category and brand.  
 
Pretest 1: The objective of this pretest was to 
screen a variety of goods to select the 
appropriate products for the product type 
variable (search product vs. experience product) 
of the main study. The primary screening 
criterion was the perceived ease of quality 
prediction. Several goods were given and rated. 
Finally, one pair with a similar price was chosen 
by 30 undergraduate students: MP3 player vs. 
Cosmetics (about $50). 
 
Pretest 2: The primary objective of this pretest 
was to screen brands of each product for brand 
evaluations to operationalize the high or low 
brand evaluation variable in the main study. 
Brands were compared on the basis of (1) subject 
awareness of brand, (2) the degree to which the 
subject would consider buying one brand over 
others, and (3) the degree to which the subject 
would recommend one brand over others. A total 
of 5 brands for each product were screened by 40 
undergraduate students. For each product 
category, brands tended to segregate into very 
high, high, middle, low, and very low. To avoid 
a ceiling or bottom effect (i.e. reviews unable to 
increase (decrease) the perception of a brand 
with an already high (low) evaluation), brands to 
operationalize the high or low brand variable 
were chosen from highly-evaluated and lowly-
evaluated brand instead of very-highly-evaluated 
and very-lowly-evaluated brand. Thus, Samsung 
vs. Hyunwon for MP3 and Calvin Klein vs. 
Odyssey for cosmetics were selected as the high 
and low brand, respectively.  
 

Five reviews for each product were created 
on the basis of actual consumer reviews on a 
target product posted at well-known online 
shopping malls. The content of each review 

consisted of two different arguments on a target 
product. Included in each review were the review 
title, the poster’s name, and review content. The 
length of each review was controlled at three 
lines for consistent quantity of information 
provided. Two reviews among 5 reviews were 
positive, another two reviews were negative, and 
the other review was neutral. Each review had a 
star-rating score. For the high variance condition, 
we put 7-stars for positive reviews and 1-star for 
negative reviews. Whereas, for the low variance 
condition, we put 5-stars for positive reviews and 
3-stars for negative reviews. The neutral review 
had 4-stars. The mean value of star-rating scores 
is 4-stars, but the standard deviation is different: 
3-stars for the high variance condition and 1-star 
for the low variance condition. 
 
3.2. Procedure and Measures 

 
At the beginning, participants were given the 

product information about either MP3 player or 
cosmetics. In addition, the brand was 
manipulated as either a highly-regarded brand or 
lowly-regarded brand. Thus, a total of 4 different 
product advertisements (Samsung MP3, 
Hyunwon MP3, Calvin Klein Cosmetics, and 
Odyssey Cosmetics) were created. The product 
information on each product in a web page that 
resembled the look of a well-known internet 
shopping mall included a brand name, an image, 
and five product benefits. Next, participants were 
exposed the five online consumer reviews. These 
reviews with either a low variance in the star-
rating scores or a high variance in the star-rating 
score were located below the product 
advertisement. After exposure to the stimuli, 
participants were asked to evaluate the target 
product using five 7-point bipolar items (e.g., 
dislike-like, bad-good, unfavorable-favorable, 
low-high quality, useless-useful). These items 
represented a single reliable factor for product 
attitude (α = 0.97), and therefore were averaged 
to form a brand evaluation score where higher 
numbers indicated more favorable evaluations. 
Participants then were asked to report the 
direction of their attributions of review contents. 
A total of 6 measurements (3 for product 
attribution (α = 0.96) and 3 for reviewer 
attribution (α = 0.96)) were borrowed from the 
study of Laczniak et al. [16]. The attribution 
measurements were followed by some additional 
questions including three that served as 
manipulation checks for perceived ease of 
quality prediction, three that served as 
manipulation checks for consumer prior brand 
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attitude, and three that served as manipulation 
checks for perceived variance of review 
evaluations. These items were averaged to form 
product type (search product vs. experience 
product; α = 0.97), prior brand attitude 
(favorable brand vs. unfavorable brand; α = 
0.95), and review variance (high variance vs. low 
variance; α = 0.95) respectively. Next, to 
measure control variables, five items for review 
quality (α = 0.90), two items for general review 
positiveness (i.e. the mean value of review 
evaluations) (α = 0.90), five items for 
advertisement quality (α = 0.97) and one item for 
subjective product knowledge were measured. 
Finally, participants completed demographic 
items, and were then debriefed and thanked. 
 
4. Research Results 
 
4.1. Manipulation and Control Checks  

 
A 2 (product type) × 2 (prior brand attitude) 

× 2 (review variance) ANOVA was conducted to 
check participants’ perception of ease of quality 
prediction, prior brand attitude, and perceived 
variance of review evaluations. Our analysis first 
showed the significant main effect of product 
type, indicating that participants found quality 
prediction easier in the search product condition 
(M = 4.2) than in the experience product 
condition (M = 2.18, F (1,152) = 307.17, p < 
.001), whereas participants’ perceptions of ease 
of quality prediction did not differ across other 
variables. Second, our analysis revealed the 
significant main effect of prior brand attitude 
(F(1, 152) = 478.60, p < .001), indicating that 
participants had a more favorable brand attitude 
and higher expectation level for product 
performance in the highly-regarded brand 
condition (M = 5.14) than in the lowly-regarded 
brand condition (M = 2.96). The other variables 
were not significant in this analysis. Finally, the 
analysis of the perceived variance of review 
evaluations showed only the significant main 
effect of review variance, indicating that 
participants in high variance condition (M = 
4.86) found review evaluations more varied and 
uncertain than those in the low variance 
condition (M = 2.82, F(1,152) = 498.59, p < 
.001). These results demonstrated that all 
manipulations were successful. 

All groups equally accepted the degree of 
positiveness of reviews on the product (F(7,152) 
= 0.26, p <0.96). There was no significant 

differences of perceived review quality and 
perceived advertisement quality between the 
groups (F(7,152) = 1.23, p <0.29; F(7,152) =, p < 
0.86, respectively). Finally, subjective product 
knowledge was also not different between the 
groups (F(7,152) = 0.27, p <0.95). 
 
4.2. The Direction of Attribution  

 
A 2 (product type) × 2 (prior brand attitude) 

× 2 (review variance) ANOVA on product and 
reviewer attribution was conducted to test 
Hypotheses 1 and 2. The analysis on reviewer 
attribution showed the significant main effect of 
product type, indicating that the participants in 
the search product condition (M = 4.77) 
attributed review contents more to the reviewer 
than the participants in the experience product 
condition (M = 2.80, F (1,152) = 479.00, p < 
.001), whereas participants’ reviewer attribution 
did not differ across other variables. The analysis 
on product attribution showed the significant 
main effect of product type, indicating that the 
participants in the search product condition (M = 
4.2) attributed review contents more to the target 
product than the participants in the experience 
product condition (M = 2.18, F (1,152) = 451.12, 
p < .001), whereas participants’ product 
attribution did not differ across other variables. 
Thus, both Hypothesis 1 and 2 were accepted. 
  
4.3. Brand Evaluation 

 
A 2 (product type) × 2 (prior brand attitude) 

× 2 (review variance) ANOVA on brand 
evaluation was conducted to test Hypotheses 3, 
4, and 5. As Table 2 shows, our analysis revealed 
two significant main effects of prior brand 
attitude and review variance, indicating the 
participants in the highly-regarded brand 
condition (M = 5.24) had higher evaluations than 
the participants in the lowly-regarded brand 
condition (M = 3.30) and the participants in the 
low variance condition (M = 4.54) had higher 
evaluations than the participants in the low 
variance condition (M = 4.00). The effect of 
prior brand attitude showed that the prior brand 
evaluation transferred to the current brand 
evaluation. The effect of review variance meant 
that consumers generally preferred the low 
variance condition because it was perceived to 
have lower risk. The effect of product type was 
not significant. 
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 Experience Product Search Product 

 Unfavorable Brand Favorable Brand Unfavorable Brand Favorable Brand 

Low 
Variance 

3.84 (1.06) 
n = 20 

4.85 (1.00) 
n = 20 

3.78 (1.08) 
n = 20 

5.68 (0.89) 
n = 20 

High 
Variance 

2.82 (1.05) 
n = 20 

5.70 (0.91) 
n = 20 

2.77 (1.11) 
n = 20 

4.73 (1.37) 
n = 20 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of brand evaluation 
 
 

Source F-value P-value 
Product Type 0.138 0.711 
Prior Brand Attitude 144.108 0.001 
Review Variance 10.958 0.001 
Product Type * Prior Brand Attitude 0.002 0.967 
Product Type * Review Variance 7.695 0.006 
Prior Brand Attitude * Review Variance 9.005 0.003 
Product Type * Prior Brand Attitude * Review Variance 7.810 0.006 

Table 2. Three-way ANOVA results on brand evaluation 
 

Two significant two-way interaction effects 
of product type × review variance and prior 
brand attitude × review variance and the 
significant three-way interaction effect were 
revealed. Since the three-way interaction effect 
was significant, we could separate the results for 
the hypotheses test depending on product type. 
For experience product, the significant main 
effect of prior brand attitude (F (1,76) = 74.87, p 
< .001),  and the significant interaction effect of 
prior brand attitude × review variance F (1,76) = 
17.33, p < .001), were found, indicating 
participants with a favorable prior-attitude had 
higher product evaluations when they read 
reviews with high variance (M = 5.70) than low 
variance (M = 4.85) and participants with an 

unfavorable prior-attitude had higher product 
evaluations when they read reviews with low 
variance (M = 3.84) than high variance (M = 
2.82). Thus, both Hypothesis 3 and 4 were 
accepted. For the search product, the two 
significant main effects of prior brand attitude 
and review variance were revealed (F (1,76) = 
69.39, p < .001; F (1,76) = 17.95, p < .001, 
respectively). This result indicated that the 
participants had higher product evaluations when 
they read reviews with low variance than high 
variance regardless of prior brand attitude (high 
prior brand attitude: Mlow variance = 5.63 vs. Mhigh 

variance = 4.78; low prior brand attitude: Mlow variance 
= 3.78 vs. Mhigh variance = 2.77). Thus, Hypothesis 
5 was also accepted. 

 
Figure 1. ANOVA results on brand evaluation 
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5. Conclusion  
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This study finds that consumers’ responses to 
conflicting review evaluations differ depending 
on the target of message attribution and prior 
brand attitude. When consumers attribute review 
contents to the focal brand, consumers’ product 
evaluations under the low variance condition are 
higher than under the high variance condition 
regardless of prior brand attitude. When 
consumers attribute review contents to the 
reviewers, consumers with a favorable brand 
attitude have higher brand evaluations under the 
high-variance condition, and consumers with an 
unfavorable brand attitude have higher brand 
evaluations under the low-variance condition.  

This study has several theoretical 
contributions. First, for the information-
processing literature, this study suggests the 
underlying mechanism for the consumers’ 
responses to the disagreements of others’ 
opinions. Using attribution theory, this study 
shows that consumers do not always respond to 
information uncertainty from the disagreements 
rationally, even though rationality is assumed in 
economics. When attributional bias occurs, 
consumers with a favorable prior brand attitude 
prefer the product with high variance reviews 
over the product with low variance reviews. 
Whereas, if attributional bias does not exist, 
rational behavior about information uncertainty 
is found. Second, this study focuses on the 
variance of online consumer review evaluation. 
Previous studies consider review quantity, 
review quality, or review positivenesss, but the 
effect of review variance is not covered. This 
study regards review variance as information 
uncertainty, and examines when and why 
consumers have different preferences in terms of 
review variance. Also, this study can explain the 
empirical results of Clemons et al. [4] indicating 
that, maintaining the average scores, the variance 
of star-rating is positively related to gross 
product sales in the context of the beer industry. 
Beer is an experience good, so consumers may 

make decisions with attributional bias. Our 
results are helpful for understanding and 
explaining the empirical results of Clemons et al. 
[4].  

This study has several practical implications. 
First, it emphasizes the importance of showing 
the variance of star-rating scores as well as the 
average of star-rating scores. Since consumers’ 
brand attitude can differ depending on the 
variance of review evaluations, online sellers 
need to map out a strategy considering product 
type and brand power. Second, this study shows 
the importance managing review contents for 
removing consumers’ attributional bias. 
Attributional bias leads consumers to act 
irrationally, so online sellers help consumers 
make rational purchase decisions by giving 
qualified credible reviews. Finally, brand 
managers can use the results of this study for 
developing selling strategies. For a lowly-
regarded brand, the convergence of review 
evaluations is important because this brand has 
already been perceived as a risky choice for 
consumers. The convergence of review 
evaluations from others’ opinions may reduce 
performance uncertainty, resulting in adjusting 
the prior belief about the risk without prejudice.  

This research has certain caveats and 
limitations that merit attention as they offer new 
avenues for further research. To focus on the 
effects or review variance, we conducted a lab 
experiment lacking of external validity. Also, 
this study controlled other major variables such 
as review positiveness and review quality. Thus, 
another fruitful area for additional studies would 
be to extend our results to the circumstance 
under which cognitive resources (e.g., 
involvement, personal relevance, NFC, 
distraction, etc.), argument quality (e.g., strong 
vs. weak arguments), or individual 
characteristics (e.g., dogmatism, self-monitoring, 
social comparison) are varied together with the 
review variance. 
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