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Abstract. Mixed or inconsistent opinions are commonplace in online reviews. Prior
research shows that review inconsistency has different effects: its product-level manifestation in the form of inconsistent product ratings is associated with poorer sales, but its
review-level manifestation in the form of two-sided arguments is associated with greater
helpfulness and credibility evaluations of the review. In practice, consumers rarely consult
all reviews or just a single review before they make purchase decisions. Instead, they often
read a set of featured reviews (i.e., a review set) and some additional reviews if needed.
Focusing on inconsistency in a review set, we introduce a new type of inconsistency across
reviews that does not exist within a single review or at the level of product ratings: crossreview incoherence, which refers to disagreement among reviewers about speciﬁc product
features. Based on cognitive dissonance theory, we explore how and when cross-review
incoherence inﬂuences helpfulness and credibility judgments of the review set, revealing
that consumers’ reactions to such incoherence might operate differently beyond an individual review. In addition, we examine how and why consumers’ judgments of a review set
inﬂuence their purchase deferral—that is, the likelihood of making a buy-or-not-buy decision immediately after consulting the top reviews or deferring it until after obtaining more
information. Two laboratory experiments demonstrate that cross-review incoherence
increases purchase deferral via more negative evaluations of the review set that, in turn,
reduce attitude certainty. In addition, the negative effect of cross-review incoherence on
review set evaluations is weaker when the reviewers provide more contextual information
behind their opinions. These ﬁndings deepen our understanding of inconsistency across
multiple pieces of information; reveal the consequences of review evaluations during an
understudied stage of consumers’ decision-making process; and provide critical implications for review platforms, companies, and reviewers.
History: Paul Pavlou, Senior Editor; David (Jingjun) Xu, Associate Editor.
Supplemental Material: The online appendix is available at https://doi.org/10.1287/isre.2022.1150.
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leads to lower sales (Babić Rosario et al. 2016). In contrast, literature at the review level focuses on inconsistency within a single review in the form of two-sided
arguments and reveals its positive effect on prospective
consumers’ evaluations of the review’s helpfulness and
credibility (Schlosser 2011, Cheung et al. 2012).
Surprisingly, we know little about the connection
between the outcomes of interest in these two literatures: evaluative judgments of reviews and productlevel decision making. The prevailing assumption of
helpful or credible reviews being persuasive may
dissuade researchers from empirically examining the
downstream consequences of review helpfulness or
credibility. However, recent evidence from Yin et al.
(2021) challenges this assumption and reveals an

Online ratings and reviews are increasingly popular
among consumers and critical for companies (Jabr et al.
2020). A distinctive feature of ratings and reviews is
that they are typically inconsistent as it is rare for
reviewers with diverse backgrounds and expectations
to share the same opinions about a product or service1
(Hu et al. 2017). Two separate literatures study the
implications of inconsistent opinions among reviewers. Literature at the product level focuses on the
dispersion of product ratings because most review
platforms prominently display rating distributions in
the form of bar charts (Sun 2012). A meta-analysis
about the effect of rating dispersion on product sales
reveals that greater rating heterogeneity generally
1
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exception in which favorably evaluated reviews may
not be inﬂuential in affecting consumers’ attitude and
purchase decisions. Thus, the direct consequences and
implications of consumers’ evaluations of reviews are
worthy of further investigation. If the helpfulness and
credibility of reviews do not necessarily inﬂuence their
persuasive power to change attitudes about a product
or purchase decisions, then what could they inﬂuence
more directly?
Moreover, why is inconsistency detrimental for sales
at the product level but beneﬁcial for evaluative judgments at the review level? Apart from the different
outcomes, another likely reason is the scope of inconsistency at product versus review levels. The dispersion of ratings at the product level is derived from all
product reviews, whereas a single two-sided review
represents one reviewer’s mixed opinions. Consumers
seldom decide after reading a single review, but they
rarely consult all reviews either. Instead, they routinely read multiple reviews in a short period of time
to inform their decision making (Purnawirawan et al.
2012, Liu et al. 2019). In particular, the set of featured
or top reviews (which we call a “review set”) highlighted in nearly all review platforms are typically
read by most consumers, and these reviews can inﬂuence how many more reviews they will read. Although
two-sided reviews tend to be evaluated more favorably than one-sided reviews (Schlosser 2011, Cheung
et al. 2012), little is known about how much this positive effect can extend to inconsistency across reviews
at the level of a review set.
In this paper, we explore the following research
question: how, why, and when would inconsistency
across top reviews inﬂuence the timing of consumers’
purchase decisions? Instead of focusing on purchase
decisions or sales, our outcome of interest is purchase
deferral: a key, yet understudied stage in consumers’
decision-making process. After consumers read a number of reviews, they need to decide whether they are
ready to make the purchase decision (i.e., to buy or not
to buy) or defer this decision by “choosing not to
choose” and seeking more information instead (Dhar
and Nowlis 2004). Most consumers do not decide right
away, especially if they are serious about a purchase
(Krijnen et al. 2015). Distinct from the buy-or-not-buy
outcome of the purchase decision that is the predominant focus of the e-commerce literature, purchase
deferral is concerned with the timing of the purchase
decision (Dhar 1996). A critical and often lengthy element of the purchase deferral stage is the prepurchase
information search (Alba et al. 1997) for which online
reviews provide a key resource. Consumers typically
read the set of top reviews to guide their seeking of
additional information (e.g., reviews) and gauge their
readiness of making the ﬁnal call. The set of reviews
which consumers end up being exposed to and reading

can sway their preferences and purchase decisions (Liu
and Karahanna 2017, Lei et al. 2022). Therefore, it is valuable to explore what characteristics of top reviews
cause consumers to defer their decision and seek out
more reviews.
We focus on cross-review incoherence: a unique
form of inconsistency that cannot be observed within
a single review or at the level of product ratings.
Unlike two-sided arguments within a single review
that usually provide pros and cons of different attributes of the same product, inconsistency among a set of
reviews often (but not always) manifests as crossreview incoherence: a direct contradiction among different reviewers about the same attribute. To isolate
this theoretical construct, we limit our attention to
two particular forms of inconsistency among a set of
reviews: complementary and contradictory inconsistencies. Both forms of inconsistency involve mixed opinions from different reviewers about the product––that
is, some reviewers like the product, whereas others do
not. However, in the case of contradictory inconsistency, there is disagreement at the attribute level,
whereas in the case of complementary inconsistency,
the disagreement only exists at the product level. We
refer to the presence of attribute-level disagreement as
cross-review incoherence.
Despite the prevalence of direct contradiction
among real-world reviews, little research recognizes
its importance or looks into its implications (cf. Liu
and Karahanna 2017). We argue that the impact of
cross-review incoherence on consumers’ evaluative
judgments of the review set is different from the positive impact of two-sidedness within a single review
revealed in the prior literature. Based on cognitive
dissonance theory, we hypothesize that cross-review
incoherence reduces consumers’ perceived helpfulness
and credibility of the review set because of activated
cognitive dissonance, and this negative effect can be
reduced when speciﬁc contexts of different reviewers’
opinions are made salient. We further argue that attitude certainty is key in explaining the consequences of
review set evaluations. Speciﬁcally, we propose that
lower evaluations of a review set’s helpfulness and
credibility can reduce the certainty of consumers’ attitude toward the product, thus increasing their purchase deferral.
We conducted two experiments in which we manipulated the presence of cross-review incoherence and the
boundary condition of context speciﬁcity. Our ﬁndings
provide valuable insights beyond buy-or-not-buy decisions (by uncovering factors that drive purchase deferral), beyond a single review (by recognizing the need of
consumers to read multiple but not all reviews), and
beyond two-sidedness (by exploring the impact of
cross-review incoherence, which does not exist at the
review level). Our ﬁndings offer implications for review
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platforms, companies, and reviewers. Because consumers’ ultimate purchase decisions are inﬂuenced by the
reviews that they actually read rather than all the available reviews (Liu et al. 2019, Lei et al. 2022), the knowledge of what drives purchase deferral under what
circumstances can help companies estimate the likely
number of reviews that would matter for most consumers, predict the timing of possible conversions or abandonments, and prioritize their efforts in dealing with a
rapidly increasing number of reviews.

opinions in the review refer to different attributes (Shan
et al. 2021). For example, a reasonable review of a pair of
over-ear headphones would not state that its battery life
is both long and short. In sum, inconsistency in a twosided review rarely occurs at the attribute level. In contrast, inconsistency across multiple reviews can exist at
the product level and at the attribute level. Akin to twosidedness in a single review, cross-review inconsistency
occurs at the product level when the product receives
mixed opinions: some reviewers like the product,
whereas others dislike it. In addition, inconsistency
across multiple reviews can also occur at the attribute
level: in a review set, a speciﬁc attribute can be evaluated
positively in one review and the same attribute can be
evaluated negatively in another. We limit our attention
to the presence of such attribute-level contradictions
when product-level opinions are mixed, and we label it
cross-review incoherence.
With a focus on cross-review incoherence (i.e., attributelevel contradictions) in a review set, we propose two
types of inconsistency across multiple reviews: complementary inconsistency and contradictory inconsistency.
This conceptualization builds on Morrison (2011), who
states that inconsistency is complementary if it occurs
in different parts of a complex system, and it is contradictory if it occurs in the same part of the system. In our
context, if we consider a product as a system, then each
product attribute is a part of that system. A review set
has complementary inconsistency if multiple reviews
in the set differ in their evaluations about the product
but offer consistent evaluations regarding any speciﬁc
attribute of the product. An example is a review set for
headphones (product) with different opinions of the
headphones overall (product-level inconsistency), but
the reviews within the set maintain a consistent positive evaluation about the weight (attribute one) and a
consistent negative evaluation about the battery life
(attribute two). In contrast, a review set has contradictory inconsistency if multiple reviews in the set differ
not only in their evaluations about the product, but also
in their evaluations regarding the same attributes:
some reviewers evaluate certain attributes positively,
whereas other reviewers evaluate those same attributes
negatively. In the headphones example, this occurs if,
along with different opinions of the headphones overall (product-level inconsistency), some reviewers ﬁnd
them light (attribute one), whereas other reviewers
ﬁnd them heavy (attribute one). Table 1 compares the
two types of inconsistency across reviews. Notably,
although real-world review sets may contain both
complementary and contradictory inconsistencies, we
explicitly delineate these two concepts to isolate the
theoretical construct of cross-review incoherence and
theorize the impact of this construct on consumers’
deferral of their buy-or-not-buy decisions.

Theoretical Development and Hypotheses
Inconsistency Within and Across Reviews
Inconsistency is common in online reviews. It manifests within an individual review as two-sidedness:
presenting both positive and negative sides of a product (Jensen et al. 2013). Compared with one-sided
reviews, two-sided reviews offer more diverse opinions, helping consumers to better evaluate a product’s
ﬁt with their needs. Two-sided reviews are perceived
as more helpful and credible than one-sided reviews
(Schlosser 2011, Jensen et al. 2013). Yet consumers
rarely base their purchase decision on a single review,
and they typically consult multiple reviews. Whereas
consumers might prefer two- to one-sided reviews,
less is known about how they react to inconsistency in
product opinions across multiple reviews. Conﬂicting
opinions across reviews may offer some of the advantages of a single two-sided review, yet they may also
create challenges that do not exist within a single
review (Shan et al. 2021).
In this paper, we explore the effects of inconsistency
across reviews on consumer decision making. To this
end, we recognize that a product can be evaluated at
two levels: the product as a whole and the product’s
attributes (i.e., features or functionalities) (Liu and
Karahanna 2017).2 Although evaluations of attributes
often inform evaluations toward objects (products in
our case) (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975), these two types
of evaluations are distinct (Ledgerwood et al. 2018).
For example, a consumer’s preference for a product
does not necessarily mean that the consumer likes all
features of the product. Similarly, even if consumers
dislike a product, they may still like certain features.
Prior research in online word-of-mouth generally
overlooks this important distinction (cf. Liu and
Karahanna 2017).
The product–attribute distinction of evaluations has
important implications for conceptualizing inconsistency within a single review and across multiple reviews. A two-sided review has positive opinions about
some attributes and negative opinions about others
(Schlosser 2011). However, two-sided reviews are expected to be coherent such that the positive and negative
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Inconsistency
type

Inconsistency at
product level?

Inconsistency at
attribute level?

Complementary

Yes

No

Contradictory

Yes

Yes

Explanation

Headphone example

Inconsistency at the product level
only.
− Product evaluated differently
across different reviews.
− There is consistency at the
attribute level: consistent
positive or negative evaluation
of an attribute across multiple
reviews in the review set.
Inconsistency at the product and
attribute levels.
− Product evaluated differently
across different reviews.
− There is disagreement across
the reviews about an attribute:
some reviews judge the
attribute favorably and others
judge it unfavorably.

Overall, the headphones receive
some positive and some negative
reviews.
− Some reviews have positive
evaluations about the weight.
− Other reviews have negative
evaluations about the battery
life.

Cross-Review Incoherence and
Evaluative Judgments
We argue that cross-review incoherence affects consumers’ perception of a review set’s helpfulness and
credibility. Helpfulness of an individual review is the
degree to which the review is perceived to be useful
in facilitating a consumer’s decision-making process
(Mudambi and Schuff 2010). Similarly, helpfulness of
a review set is the degree to which the set is perceived
to be useful (Purnawirawan et al. 2012). Review credibility refers to the extent to which the information in a
single review is perceived to be believable or true
(Tseng and Fogg 1999), and we deﬁne the credibility
of a review set similarly.
We focus on these two evaluative judgments for
three reasons. First, prior literature typically examines
a review’s helpfulness and credibility as outcome variables (Hong et al. 2017, Qahri-Saremi and Montazemi
2019), but these evaluations are also critical antecedents in a consumer’s decision-making process
(Cheung and Thadani 2012). Second, there is mixed
evidence on the persuasive impact of helpful or credible reviews (Qahri-Saremi and Montazemi 2019, Yin
et al. 2021). As we argue later, these judgments of
reviews may inﬂuence decision deferral more directly
than purchase decisions. Exploring this effect sheds
light on the role of review helpfulness and credibility
beyond the predominant focus on purchase decisions
in the existing literature. Third, inconsistency within
an individual review in the form of two-sidedness
enhances the helpfulness and credibility evaluations
of the review (Schlosser 2011, Cheung et al. 2012).
Extending this investigation across reviews extends

Overall, the headphones receive
some positive and some negative
reviews.
− Some reviews have positive
evaluations about the weight.
− Other reviews have negative
evaluations about the weight.

our understanding of the distinct role of inconsistency
beyond an individual review.
Based on the cognitive dissonance theory, we propose that cross-review incoherence negatively inﬂuences the perceived helpfulness and credibility of a
review set. Cognitive dissonance refers to a psychological state of discomfort or stress triggered by factors
such as contradictory information in the environment,
inconsistency of one’s belief with action or new information, etc. (Festinger 1962). Because individuals ﬁnd
it difﬁcult to process self-contradictory information
(Alter and Oppenheimer 2009), the presence of crossreview incoherence––direct contradiction in the evaluation of the same attributes among different reviews—
increases cognitive dissonance.
Increased cognitive dissonance has a negative effect
on perceived helpfulness of a review set. As people
dislike being in a state of dissonance (Festinger 1962),
they use different strategies to revert from this negative psychological state. One strategy is to depreciate
the value of the contradictory information that is causing the dissonance (Darley and Gross 1983). Yin et al.
(2016) observe such an effect when consumers evaluated an online review that activated cognitive dissonance as less helpful. We argue that this also holds for
a review set when consumers experience dissonance
among different reviews.
Increased cognitive dissonance also reduces the perceived credibility of a review set. Cognitive dissonance
signals that something is not right, prompting people
to be more critical and suspicious toward the information (Schwarz et al. 2016). In fact, the opposite of cognitive dissonance, ﬂuency of information processing, is
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one of the key mechanisms through which people
judge credibility (Brashier and Marsh 2020). As an
example, easy-to-read statements are perceived as
more credible and believable than hard-to-read statements even when the statements are identical in their
content (Reber and Schwarz 1999).
Taken together, we expect cross-review incoherence, which is present in the case of contradictory
inconsistency but absent in the case of complementary
inconsistency, to reduce both perceived helpfulness
and perceived credibility of a review set.

should cause more cognitive dissonance because it
involves one review stating that the headphones are
heavy and the other stating that they are light. However,
if the ﬁrst reviewer reveals that the reviewer uses them
throughout the workday and the second reviewer reveals
that the reviewer primarily uses the headphones for at
most an hour at a time, the conﬂict between the two opinions and the resulting dissonance may be considerably
reduced.
Thus, high context speciﬁcity in a review set should
weaken the impact of cross-review incoherence on
cognitive dissonance, which is negatively associated
with evaluations of the review set.

Hypothesis 1. The presence of cross-review incoherence in

a review set has a negative impact on consumers’ (a) perceived helpfulness and (b) perceived credibility of the review
set.
Context Specificity
Next, we focus on the moderating role of context speciﬁcity for the impact of cross-review incoherence on
review set helpfulness and credibility. The evaluation
of review content is context-dependent (Peng et al.
2020), and the knowledge of reviewers’ context can
buffer the cognitive dissonance caused by crossreview incoherence. A review’s contextual information refers to user-related situations on which the
opinions are based (Dridi et al. 2020). Building on the
concept of information speciﬁcity (Choudhury and Sampler 1997), we deﬁne context speciﬁcity as the extent to
which the opinions expressed in a review are accompanied by the speciﬁc context mentioned by the reviewer.
If a reviewer describes the speciﬁc use case behind the
reviewer’s opinion of a certain attribute, context speciﬁcity is high because the opinion applies to only this
reviewer’s situation rather than to all situations.
As argued earlier, cross-review incoherence in review sets should lead consumers to experience more
cognitive dissonance. However, this effect may be mitigated if the opposing opinions about the same attribute
are accompanied by contextual information. When context speciﬁcity is low, opposing opinions from different
reviews offer little insight into the speciﬁcs behind the
opinions and, thus, appear to be more broadly applicable to most (if not all) consumers. As a result, consumers may have a harder time reconciling the conﬂicting
opinions and are more likely to experience cognitive
dissonance. In contrast, when context speciﬁcity is
high, the articulation of speciﬁc user- or use-related situations limits the applicability of reviewers’ opinions
to a smaller set of consumers or speciﬁc circumstances.
In this case, because different reviewers may have
arrived at opposing opinions based on diverse situations, readers may self-select the review information
that applies to their situation and, thus, are less likely to
experience cognitive dissonance. In the headphones
example, the review set with contradictory inconsistency

Hypothesis 2. Context speciﬁcity moderates the negative
impact of cross-review incoherence on consumers’ (a) perceived helpfulness and (b) perceived credibility of the review
set such that this impact is lower when context speciﬁcity is
high.

Attitude Certainty and Purchase Deferral
Evaluations of a review set have critical implications
on consumers’ attitude certainty and purchase deferral. Attitude certainty refers to the degree of conﬁdence with which one holds a particular attitude
(Rucker et al. 2014). Attitude certainty is independent
of attitude valence. We argue that the helpfulness of
a review set positively inﬂuences attitude certainty.
Compared with unhelpful reviews, helpful reviews
have higher utility for the consumers’ decision-making
process (Liu and Zhang 2010). Greater utilization of
helpful reviews enhances consumers’ understanding
of the product and leads to a better sense of whether it
ﬁts their needs (Hong and Pavlou 2014). Thus, review
sets that are deemed more helpful should enable consumers to evaluate a product more conﬁdently and
increase the certainty of their attitudes.
Hypothesis 3 (a). The helpfulness of a review set has a

positive impact on attitude certainty.
Credibility of a review set also positively inﬂuences
attitude certainty. Untrustworthy information is typically discarded or discounted to avoid potential risks
(Wathen and Burkell 2002). If a review set is not
deemed credible, the consumer has not gained any
additional information to increase the certainty of
their judgment. However, if a review set is considered
credible, the reviews contribute to the repository of
information that the consumer can use to judge the
product, resulting in increased certainty about that
judgment (Tormala and Petty 2004). Thus, review sets
with high credibility are more readily accepted and
adopted into the consumer’s decision-making process
than review sets with low credibility.
Hypothesis 3 (b). The credibility of a review set has a pos-

itive impact on attitude certainty.
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Attitude certainty, in turn, inﬂuences consumer purchase deferral, which is an important outcome of interest in consumer behavior research. Purchase deferral
refers to postponing a decision to buy or not to buy a
product (Tversky and Shaﬁr 1992, Greenleaf and Lehmann 1995). Purchase deferral is distinct from purchase decisions. Deferral is concerned with decision
timing that can be immediate or delayed, whereas the
decision is concerned with the outcome that can be to
buy or not to buy (Dhar 1996). Note that purchase
deferral is not necessarily good or bad for consumers
and businesses. Purchase deferral can be disadvantageous to consumers (e.g., increasing the cost of their
invested time and effort) and to businesses (e.g., resulting in a ﬁnancial loss if consumers decide not to buy
after additional information search). Yet a search for
additional information can also beneﬁt consumers by
leading to more informed and better buy-or-not-buy
decisions. Further, this thoughtful process can prevent
unrealistic expectations and result in less regret, reducing the likelihood of disappointed consumers to leave
negative reviews.
A primary cause for purchase deferral is uncertainty in consumers’ attitudes (Novemsky et al.
2007). When individuals are uncertain about their
decision outcome, they tend to procrastinate and
delay their decision (Solomon and Rothblum 1984,
Greenleaf and Lehmann 1995). Also, in the face of
uncertainty, people often continue their search of
information to regain conﬁdence over their decisions
and to reduce perceived risk (Urbany et al. 1989,
Shiu et al. 2011). Thus, reduced certainty in consumers’ attitudes about a product makes it harder for
them to make up their mind and delays their purchase decisions.

Study 1, we tested the direct effects of our manipulations on purchase deferral using a behavioral measure
of the dependent variable. In Study 2, we extended
the ﬁrst study by testing the full conceptual model
and by triangulating our ﬁndings with an alternative,
intention-based measure of purchase deferral.

Hypothesis 4. Attitude certainty regarding a product has

a negative impact on purchase deferral (i.e., reducing the
likelihood of consumers to defer the decision).
Figure 1 depicts our theoretical model. We conducted two experiments in which we manipulated
cross-review incoherence and context speciﬁcity. In

Study 1
In Study 1, we use a laboratory experiment to manipulate cross-review incoherence and context speciﬁcity
in a 2 × 2 between-subjects design. We simulated a
scenario in which participants were asked to read a
set of four consumer reviews of a digital camera being
sold on Amazon.com. We manipulated the two factors
using different combinations of four individual reviews randomly selected from a review pool. After
participants read a review set, they were given the
opportunity to read additional reviews until they reported that they were ready to make a buy-or-not-buy
decision.
Sample
Participants (n  411, 47.2% female) were recruited
from an upper-level management class at a large, public university in the southern United States. Age
ranged from 18 to 45 (M  19.0, SD  2.42).
Stimulus
The key stimuli in this experiment were review sets.
Each review set consisted of four individual reviews
that were adapted from the reviews used in Liu and
Karahanna (2017) and actual Amazon reviews (see
Table 1). Each individual review focused on one of two
features: the autofocus function (feature A) or its userfriendliness (feature B), both of which are important
attributes of digital cameras (Liu and Karahanna 2017).
Although a review in reality can be two-sided (describing positive and negative aspects of the product),
we designed each review as purely positive or negative to isolate the effects of cross-review incoherence,
the central focus of our research. Isolating these effects
required us to keep individual reviews relatively

Figure 1. Research Model
Context
Specificity
H2b

H2a

Review Set
Helpfulness

H3a

H1a
H4

Cross-Review
Incoherence

Attitude Certainty
H1b

Review Set
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simple––having only one valence and addressing only
one feature. More complex reviews (e.g., two-sided
reviews) would introduce extraneous variability not
directly relevant to the study. Speciﬁcally, we ﬁrst
wrote two positive reviews for each feature (A1+,
A2+, B1+, B2+). Reviews A1+ and A2+ were worded
very differently to appear as being written by different
reviewers. The same applied to reviews B1+ and B2+.
Then, negative versions of each review were written
(A1–, A2–, B1–, B2–). Substantive content was kept as
similar as possible between the positive and negative
versions of each review to remove possible confounds.
Using a pool of these eight reviews, we could vary
the presence of cross-review incoherence. In each of
the review sets that we constructed, two reviews were
negative and two were positive. In the review sets
without cross-review incoherence (i.e., complementary inconsistency), one camera feature exclusively
received negative reviews and the other feature exclusively received positive reviews (i.e., A1–, A2–, B1+,
B2+ or A1+, A2+, B1–, B2–). In the review sets with
cross-review incoherence (i.e., contradictory inconsistency), each camera feature was rated positively by
one reviewer and negatively by another. Thus, the
reviews directly contradicted each other for each of
the two features (i.e., A1+, A2–, B1+, B2– or A1–, A2+,
B1–, B2+).

We manipulated context speciﬁcity by including
more concrete details about user- or use-related situations (Schwanenﬂugel et al. 1988) (shown in brackets
in Table 2) in the high context speciﬁcity conditions and
by excluding this content in the low context speciﬁcity
conditions. Contextual information was as similar as
possible (other than valence) between the positive and
negative versions of each review.
To operationalize our dependent variable—a behavioral measure of purchase deferral—we created 32
additional individual reviews, 22 of which were positive and 10 of which were negative. These additional
reviews were adapted from the same source as the
reviews in the main set. We crafted these reviews to
make them generic without getting into speciﬁc features (especially the two features used in the main
review sets) and to keep them similar in length and
affective intensity (see Online Appendix A). By doing
so, we avoided the possibility that the additional
reviews would operate differently across conditions.
For example, for participants in the conditions with
contradicting reviews about the autofocus feature,
any additional review that mentioned autofocus may
inﬂuence these participants differently from others
who read contradicting reviews about the camera’s
user-friendliness feature. Because participants in the
former case may look for autofocus-related reviews,

Table 2. Content of Individual Reviews for Study 1

A1

A2

B1

B2

Positive reviews (+)

Negative reviews (–)

The autofocus function is very good. It is very fast and
accurate [in bright light situations]. I have been able to
shoot decent pictures of my children [standing still]
using the autofocus function. [While I have only taken
pictures during daytime,] I did not ﬁnd any blurry
parts in the images at all.
The auto focus of this camera is very useful, and I am
impressed. Because it’s so quick, the picture is rarely
out of focus [when light is adequate]. Just yesterday
[after lunch], I took several pictures of my friends.
Those pictures came out sharp and clear[, but I have
steady hands].
This camera is very user-friendly. [After a few hours of
use,] I ﬁnd it really straightforward. [Although I had to
try it a few times,] I feel it is easy to ﬁgure out the
various settings/functions. I also like how intuitive the
buttons are[; admittedly, I spent a lot of time getting to
know the camera].
I ﬁnd the camera quite easy to operate. Finding the right
buttons to perform various functions isn’t a problem at
all [as long as you are familiar with these cameras].
[Though I have small hands, for me] the buttons and
controls are well designed. Switching between different
settings (e.g., portrait mode, landscape mode) is also
quick and easy [if you have read the manual].

The autofocus function is very bad. It is very slow and
inaccurate [in low light situations]. I have been unable
to shoot decent pictures of my children [running
around] using the autofocus function. [While I have
only taken pictures during nighttime,] I found many
blurry parts in the images.
The auto focus of this camera is almost useless, and I am
unimpressed. Because it’s so slow, the picture is often
out of focus [when light is inadequate]. Just yesterday
[after dinner], I took several pictures of my friends.
Those pictures came out fuzzy and unclear[, but my
hands sometimes shake].
This camera is not user-friendly at all. [After a few
minutes of use,] I ﬁnd it really complicated. [Although
I tried it only once,] I feel it is difﬁcult to ﬁgure out the
various settings/functions. I also dislike how
counterintuitive the buttons are[; admittedly, I spent
very little time getting to know the camera].
I ﬁnd the camera quite difﬁcult to operate. Finding the
right buttons to perform various functions is a big
problem [if you are unfamiliar with cameras]. [Though
I have big hands, for me] the buttons and controls are
poorly designed. Switching between different settings
(e.g., portrait mode, landscape mode) is also slow and
hard [if you have not read the manual].

Notes. A  reviews about the autofocus feature; B  reviews about the user-friendliness feature; 1 and 2  different reviews about the same
feature. The content in brackets was only shown to participants in the high context speciﬁcity conditions.
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incorporating opinions about autofocus into the additional reviews may create confounds that may covary
with our manipulations. It may also complicate and
possibly contaminate our measure of purchase deferral (i.e., the number of additional reviews that participants want to read after reading the treatment
reviews): “earlier” additional reviews may inﬂuence
participants’ willingness to read “later” additional
reviews differently across conditions. We address this
concern more fully in Study 2 by using an intention
measure of the outcome variable.

choose which review they would see next. The dependent variable was calculated as the number of
additional reviews participants read until they indicated being ready for a purchase-or-not decision. This
experimental paradigm (i.e., repeated iterations of
acquiring new information and making a decision) is
used in the psychological literature to test attitudinal
changes over time as new information is acquired
(e.g., Haselhuhn et al. 2010).

Procedure and Measures
Participants were asked to evaluate a digital camera
available on Amazon.com, referred to as “Model X.”
Participants were informed that they could read information about the camera before deciding whether to
purchase it. After seeing a screenshot from Amazon
depicting the camera and its features (see Online
Appendix B), they were asked to read a set of four
“veriﬁed purchase” reviews that were ostensibly the
most recently posted. These reviews were used to create four experimental conditions in a 2 × 2 betweensubjects design to which participants were randomly
assigned. In addition to manipulating the two factors
(cross-review incoherence and context speciﬁcity), we
also counterbalanced which feature would get positive (or negative) reviews to account for preferences
that participants may have had for one feature over
the other. Speciﬁcally, half of the participants were
randomly assigned to view negative reviews on the
autofocus feature and positive reviews on the userfriendliness feature (A1–, A2–, B1+, B2+), whereas the
other half viewed positive reviews on the autofocus
feature and negative reviews on the user-friendliness
feature (A1+, A2+, B1–, B2–). Online Appendix C provides two example review sets.
After reading a set of four reviews, participants
were asked to respond to the following question: “If
you were thinking of buying a digital camera, how
ready are you to decide whether to purchase Model X
right now?” The response options were (a) “I am not
ready to make this decision; I would like to read more
reviews”; (b) “I am almost ready to make this decision;
I would like to read one or two more reviews”; and (c)
“I am ready to make this decision.” If participants
selected one of the ﬁrst two options, they were shown
an additional product review, and then the question
was repeated. Participants could read up to 32 additional reviews.3 To ensure the internal validity of the
experiment design, we used a ﬁxed sequence for the
additional reviews in all conditions with two positive
reviews followed by a negative review. We chose to
overrepresent positive reviews because this is more
consistent with the distribution of reviews in reality
(Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006). Participants could not

Manipulation Checks
We recruited 160 participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to pretest the effectiveness of these manipulations. Two manipulation checks were used for the
cross-review incoherence manipulation at the review
set level. Using a seven-point Likert scale (1  strongly
disagree, 7  strongly agree), participants evaluated
the review set as a whole. First, participants responded
to a three-item measure of perceived contradiction we
developed based on Ahn et al. (2011). An example item
is “Some reviewers expressed conﬂicting opinions
about the same aspect of the product.” Cronbach’s
alpha was α  0.93. As expected, perceived contradiction was signiﬁcantly higher, t(158)  9.64, p < 0.001, in
the incoherence-present conditions (M  5.80, SD 
1.13) than in incoherence-absent conditions (M  3.70,
SD  1.60). Second, participants responded to a threeitem measure of perceived consistency (Cheung et al.
2012). An example item is “The opinions expressed in
these reviews are consistent with each other.” Cronbach’s alpha was α  0.94. Again, as expected, perceived consistency was signiﬁcantly lower, t(158) 
−4.32, p < 0.001, in the incoherence-present conditions
(M  2.71, SD  1.27) than in the incoherence-absent
conditions (M  3.61, SD  1.35).
To evaluate the contextual speciﬁcity manipulation,
participants responded to a ﬁve-item measure of perceived contextual speciﬁcity that we developed based
on Goodman et al. (2004). Using a seven-point Likert
scale, participants evaluated each individual review.
An example item is “The reviewer described how the
product worked in a speciﬁc context.” The average
Cronbach’s alpha across the ratings of the four reviews
was α  0.89. As expected, perceived contextual specificity was signiﬁcantly higher, t(158)  2.81, p  0.006, in
the high context speciﬁcity conditions (M  5.32, SD 
0.75) than in the low context speciﬁcity conditions
(M  4.98, SD  0.79).
Results and Discussion
We ﬁrst examined if having a ﬁnite number of reviews
available to read resulted in a ceiling effect. The range
for this variable was 0 to 31 (M  2.27, SD  3.20), indicating no ceiling effect. Online Appendix E provides
frequency statistics. We then examined the effects
of cross-review incoherence and context speciﬁcity on
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purchase deferral. As our behavioral measure (the
number of additional reviews read) is a count variable,
we ﬁrst tested if this variable followed a Poisson distribution. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov Z-test was signiﬁcant (p < 0.001), indicating that this measure did not
follow a Poisson distribution and was over-dispersed.
Thus, we used a negative binomial model to analyze
our data and controlled for the order of reviews in
the set. The main effect of cross-review incoherence
was marginally signiﬁcant, Wald χ2 (df  1)  3.72,
p  0.054. Participants tended to read more reviews
in the incoherence-present conditions (M  2.38, SE 
0.20) than in the incoherence-absent conditions (M 
1.91, SE  0.16). The main effect of contextual speciﬁcity was nonsigniﬁcant, Wald χ2 (df  1)  0.96,
p  0.326. The interaction between cross-review incoherence and contextual speciﬁcity was signiﬁcant,
Wald χ2 (df  1)  6.06, p  0.014. An analysis of the
marginal effects showed that, when context speciﬁcity
was low, participants read signiﬁcantly more reviews
in the incoherence-present conditions compared with
the incoherence-absent conditions, t(203)  2.83, p 
0.005, whereas the difference was nonsigniﬁcant when
context speciﬁcity was high, t(204)  −0.36, p  0.720
(Figure 2). Together, these results support the overall
effect of cross-review incoherence and its interaction
with context speciﬁcity implied by our theoretical
framework. In Study 2, we extend these ﬁndings by
examining the full conceptual model. We also triangulate the results by using an alternative, intention-based
measure of the outcome variable.

Study 2
Study 2 investigates the hypothesized mediators,
again using a laboratory experiment to manipulate
cross-review incoherence and context speciﬁcity in a
2 × 2 between-subjects design. We use the same scenario and stimuli as in Study 1. The procedure differs
in that, after participants read a review set, they completed measures of the mediating variables and their
intention to defer their buy-or-not-buy decisions.
Sample
Participants (n  737, 51.4% female) were recruited from
an upper-level management class at a large, public university in the southern United States. Age ranged from
18 to 64 (M  21.0, SD  4.04).
Stimulus and Procedure
We used the same review sets from Study 1 to create
the same four conditions. After reading the reviews,
participants evaluated the review set in terms of helpfulness and credibility. Participants then reported
their attitude about the product, their certainty about
their attitude about the product, and whether they

Figure 2. Effects of Cross-Review Incoherence and Context
Speciﬁcity on the Number of Additional Reviews Viewed
4.0

3.5

Number of Additional Reviews Viewed
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Notes. 61 standard error bars are shown. ns, not signiﬁcant.
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were ready to make a ﬁnal purchase decision.4 Finally,
they answered two manipulation check questions.
All measures except purchase deferral used a
seven-point scale (see Online Appendix F for all measurement items). Review set helpfulness was measured
with three items on a semantic differential scale (Yin
et al. 2021). For example, participants were asked to
describe the set of reviews (as a whole) on a scale
from “not at all helpful” to “very helpful.” Cronbach’s
alpha was α  0.85. Perceived credibility was measured with four items on a semantic differential scale
adapted from Cheung et al. (2012). For example, participants were asked how they would describe the set
of reviews from “not at all credible” to “very credible.” Cronbach’s alpha was α  0.86. Attitude certainty was measured with three Likert items on a scale
from one (not at all) to seven (very) (DeMotta et al.
2016). One example item is “How conﬁdent are you
feeling that you made the right judgment about this
camera?” Cronbach’s alpha was α  0.92. We examined the convergent and discriminant validity of the
three mediating constructs by conducting an exploratory factor analysis (see Online Appendix G for details).
Purchase deferral was measured with a single question (Pang et al. 2017): “Please choose among the following options to indicate the statement that is closest
to your ﬁnal decision about Model X.” Four options
were provided: (a) “I would have chosen to purchase
this model,” (b) “I would have chosen to not purchase
this model,” (c) “I would have chosen to search for
more reviews of Model X and decide later,” and (d) “I
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Between All Variables in Study 2
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Variable
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Cross-review incoherence
Context speciﬁcity
Review set helpfulness
Review set credibility
Attitude certainty
Purchase deferral

M

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

1.49
1.50
5.10
4.65
4.75
0.81

0.50
0.50
1.25
1.01
1.37
0.40

–
0.00
−0.19**
−0.22**
−0.08*
−0.07†

–
0.11**
0.06†
0.03
−0.00

0.85
0.52**
0.36**
−0.11**

0.85
0.42**
−0.16**

0.92
−0.18**

–

Notes. N  737. Based on participants’ assigned conditions, the manipulation of cross-review incoherence was coded as 1  absent and 2 
present. Similarly, the manipulation of context speciﬁcity was coded as 1  low and 2  high. Cronbach’s alphas are listed in the diagonal.
†
p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

would have chosen to search for other models and
decide later.” Options (a) and (b) were coded as zero
(no deferral), and options (c) and (d) were coded as
one (deferral).
Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations between all variables are shown in Table 3. First, we tested the overall
effect of cross-review incoherence. Given that our
manipulated factors and dependent variable were all
dichotomous, we used a chi-square test. The effect of
cross-review incoherence on purchase deferral was
marginally signiﬁcant, χ2 (1)  3.32, p  0.069. The
effect of context speciﬁcity on purchase deferral was
not statistically signiﬁcant, χ2 (1)  0.01, p  0.928. Frequency statistics are available in Online Appendix H.
Second, we examined the effects of our manipulation
on the ﬁrst stage of mediators, review set helpfulness
and perceived credibility, using a two-way ANOVA.
Statistically signiﬁcant differences in both variables were
observed between the incoherence-present and -absent
conditions. Speciﬁcally, the review set was perceived to
be less helpful in incoherence-present conditions (M 
4.86, SD  1.37) than in incoherence-absent conditions (M
 5.33, SD  1.07), t(735)  −5.19, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d 
−0.38. In addition, the review set was perceived as less
credible in the incoherence-present conditions (M  4.42,
SD  1.05) relative to the incoherence-absent conditions
(M  4.87, SD  0.93), and this difference was signiﬁcant,
t(735)  −5.73, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d  −0.45. These results
provide support for Hypotheses 1(a) and 1(b). Context
speciﬁcity also had a signiﬁcant positive effect on review
set helpfulness, t(735)  3.09, p  0.002, Cohen’s d  0.23,
and a signiﬁcant positive effect on perceived credibility,
t(735)  2.36, p  0.018, Cohen’s d  0.17. Although the
main effects of contextual speciﬁcity are outside our
scope, they are in the expected direction.5
Third, we examined whether the effects of crossreview incoherence were moderated by context speciﬁcity. This interaction was statistically signiﬁcant
for both review set helpfulness, F(1, 733)  6.40, p 
0.012, and review set credibility, F(1, 733)  9.33, p 
0.002 (see Figure 3). Pairwise comparisons show
that, when context speciﬁcity was low, participants in

the incoherence-present conditions rated the review set
as signiﬁcantly less helpful, t(369)  −5.42, p < 0.001,
and less credible, t(369)  −6.01, p < 0.001, than those
in the incoherence-absent conditions. When context
speciﬁcity was high, the difference across incoherence
conditions was substantially smaller and marginally
signiﬁcant for review set helpfulness, t(384)  −1.89,
p  0.060, and credibility, t(384)  −1.86, p  0.064.
These results provide support for Hypotheses 2(a)
and 2(b).
Finally, we tested our full moderated mediation
model using the PROCESS macro that supports a dichotomous dependent variable (Hayes 2018). We built a custom model for testing serial moderated mediation
(Hayes 2015) and used 5,000 iterations of bootstrapping
to construct a bias-corrected conﬁdence interval around
the estimates (Hayes 2018). The path from attitude certainty to purchase deferral reﬂects a log-odds metric
because the dependent variable is dichotomous. As
shown in Figure 4, cross-review incoherence was signiﬁcantly related to both review set helpfulness and credibility. Context speciﬁcity also signiﬁcantly moderated
these relationships. The effects of review set helpfulness
and credibility were signiﬁcantly and positively related
to attitude certainty, which was, in turn, signiﬁcantly
and negatively related to purchase deferral. Thus,
Hypotheses 3(a), 3(b), and 4 are all supported. The indirect effects of cross-review incoherence on purchase
deferral via both pathways (i.e., review set helpfulness
and credibility) were signiﬁcant when context speciﬁcity
was low and when it was high. However, the indirect
effects were signiﬁcantly stronger when context speciﬁcity was low as indicated by pairwise contrasts of the
indirect effects (see Table 4).
Discussion
The results of Study 2 show that cross-review incoherence in a review set signiﬁcantly decreased review set
helpfulness and credibility, which, in turn, decreased
certainty in participants’ attitudes about a product. As a
result, participants were more likely to defer their purchase decision. This effect was signiﬁcantly reduced
when context speciﬁcity was high. The results of Study 2
support all hypotheses.
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Figure 3. Effects of Cross-Review Incoherence and Context Speciﬁcity on (a) Review Set Helpfulness and (b) Review Set
Credibility
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Note. 61 standard error bars are shown.
†
p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

General Discussion
In two laboratory experiments, we manipulated the
presence of cross-review incoherence and context speciﬁcity, and we measured participants’ purchase deferral through their behaviors or intentions. We found
consistent evidence that (a) the presence of cross-review
incoherence results in a higher likelihood of purchase
deferral, (b) this effect occurs through helpfulness and
credibility perceptions of the review set and then attitude certainty, and (c) the effect is reduced or nonexistent when context speciﬁcity is high. These ﬁndings
provide important and useful implications for both
theory and practice.
Theoretical Implications
First, this paper contributes to the online review literature by examining drivers of purchase deferral, an

important step in consumers’ decision-making process. Prior studies focus primarily on the impact of rating characteristics (such as rating valence and volume)
on product sales based on observational data (Floyd
et al. 2014, Babić Rosario et al. 2016). However, recent
empirical evidence suggests that consumers read some
(but not all) reviews before making buy-or-not-buy
decisions (Liu et al. 2019). Moreover, to help consumers navigate the large quantity of reviews, platforms typically display a small subset of the most helpful reviews.
After reading the highlighted reviews, consumers need
to decide if they are ready to make the buy-or-not-buy
decision or if they will defer and seek more information.
This research is among the ﬁrst to explore the drivers of
consumers’ tendencies to defer their purchase decision
after reading a series of reviews. Our ﬁndings shed light
on the factors that inﬂuence the timing of buy-or-not-

Figure 4. Path Analysis Results (Study 2)
Context
Specificity
0.48**

0.45**

Review Set
Helpfulness

0.23**

-0.70**
-0.30**

Cross-Review
Incoherence

Attitude Certainty

Purchase Deferral

-0.69**

Review Set
Credibility

0.39**

Notes. Unstandardized path estimates are shown. For clarity, the following paths were omitted from the ﬁgure: cross-review incoherence → attitude certainty (b  0.07, p  0.48), cross-review incoherence fi purchase deferral (b  0.21, p  0.28), review set helpfulness fi purchase deferral
(b  −0.03, p  0.78), review set credibility fi purchase deferral (b  −0.19, p  0.07).
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.
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Table 4. Indirect Effects and Pairwise Contrasts
Paths

Indirect effect (SE)

Incoherence → helpfulness → certainty → deferral
Moderator: low context speciﬁcity
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Moderator: high context speciﬁcity
Index of moderated mediation: −0.041, 95% CI  [−0.07, −0.01]
Incoherence → credibility → certainty → deferral
Moderator: low context speciﬁcity
Moderator: high context speciﬁcity

0.048**
(0.02)
0.017*
(0.01)

0.079**
(0.31)
0.024†
(0.02)

95% confidence interval
[0.017, 0.096]
[0.001, 0.043]

[0.031, 0.146]
[−0.001, 0.063]

Index of moderated mediation: −0.054, 95% CI  [−0.11, −0.01]
Notes. SE  standard error. 95% conﬁdence intervals are bias-corrected.
†
p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

buy decisions and open up a new area of inquiry into
consumers’ decision-making process.
Second, this work goes beyond a single review and
focuses on the level of review sets, which is largely
overlooked by past research on reviews. In addition to
product-level studies examining the impact of ratings
on sales, a growing literature focuses on individual
reviews and a variety of factors that inﬂuence consumer perceptions of review helpfulness and credibility (e.g., Hong et al. 2017). Review helpfulness and
credibility are popular outcome variables as it is
assumed that a helpful or credible review is more persuasive in driving attitude and purchase decisions
(Benlian et al. 2012). In reality, however, consumers
rarely read a single review, and they routinely consult
multiple reviews (Purnawirawan et al. 2012). A few
recent studies address this middle level and explore
product-level consequences of a set of top reviews. For
example, Lei et al. (2022) show that a few top reviews
can sway consumers’ purchase decisions from the
inﬂuence of product-level average ratings, which are
commonly believed to be the primary determinant of
product sales. In addition, the experimental evidence
of Yin et al. (2021) shows that helpful reviews are not
necessarily persuasive. If review helpfulness and credibility do not necessarily determine attitude and purchase decisions, then what is their role in consumers’
decision making? Our paper complements these studies by exploring how consumers make helpfulness
and credibility judgments of a set of reviews and by
extending the ultimate outcome variable of interest
from purchase decisions to purchase deferral. We propose that the direct consequences of review helpfulness
and credibility are certainty about attitudes and deferral of buy-or-not-buy decisions. Our ﬁndings highlight
the relevance of information search to evaluative
judgments of helpfulness and credibility, and they
suggest the need for future research to study the

consequences of evaluative judgments in addition to
their antecedents.
Third, this paper deepens our understanding of
information inconsistency and emphasizes the importance of studying cross-review incoherence that does
not exist within a single review. Inconsistency in a single review typically manifests as two-sided arguments,
which are found to have a boosting effect on perceived
review helpfulness and credibility (Schlosser 2011,
Cheung et al. 2012). In contrast, we propose and ﬁnd
a dampening effect of greater inconsistency among
reviews at the level of a review set, suggesting that
insights from prior studies on what constitutes a helpful review cannot be directly extended and applied to
a set of reviews (see also Purnawirawan et al. 2012). As
such, our work complements and extends recent studies on the role of conﬂicts among a set of reviews in
consumer decision making (e.g., Liu and Karahanna
2017). Just as organizational scholars are cautioned to
generalize individual-level phenomena to the group
level (Klein and Kozlowski 2000), so too should we
take caution in assuming that effects observed regarding individual reviews generalize to sets of reviews.
Moreover, we introduce a new type of inconsistency: cross-review incoherence. Two-sided opinions
expressed within a single review rarely involve direct
contradiction because people want to hold and express
opinions that are consistent with each other (Festinger
1962, Elliot and Devine 1994). If a reviewer presents
mixed opinions about a product, those opinions are
typically expressed toward different attributes rather
than toward the same attribute. As a result, direct
contradiction receives little attention in review helpfulness research. When opinions come from multiple
reviewers, however, inconsistency can manifest as
direct contradictions on the same attribute (Liu and Karahanna 2017), which can further inﬂuence consumers’
cognitive dissonance. Our studies demonstrate that
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different types of inconsistency should not be treated
equally and the detrimental impact of cross-review
incoherence is worth future exploration. By providing
indirect evidence for the critical role of cognitive dissonance, this work also complements and extends recent
research that explores how consumers integrate multiple and oftentimes inconsistent pieces of information in
decision making (e.g., Purnawirawan et al. 2012, Qiu
et al. 2012, Yin et al. 2016, Shoham et al. 2017).
Fourth, we examine a critical contingency for the
inﬂuence of cross-review incoherence: the speciﬁcity of
contextual information. The inﬂuence of content on consumers is rarely context-free. Consumers’ evaluation
of user-generated content may depend on contextual
information that accompanies it (Peng et al. 2020).
Whereas the inﬂuence of cross-review incoherence on
purchase deferral occurs through lower perceived
review helpfulness and credibility, we demonstrate that
these mechanisms can be weakened if reviews include
speciﬁc contexts behind the opinions. Thus, this research
complements recent ﬁndings that consumers’ evaluation
of online reviews is contingent on contextual factors
(e.g., Yin et al. 2016) and that content–context interactions should receive more attention in future research.
Finally, our ﬁndings may offer broader theoretical
implications beyond the setting of online review
assessments. Our primary focus relates to the role of
cognitive dissonance in individual decision making, in
which an individual uses multiple pieces of conﬂicting
information to determine whether and how much they
need additional information. Thus, our ﬁndings may
apply in other settings in which decision makers rely
on a collection of (often conﬂicting) opinions, such as
editors and program ofﬁcers working with review
panels for publications and funding proposals and
media panels offering commentary to inform the public. Our ﬁndings may also be relevant in different IS- or
IT-related settings, such as CIOs deciding on which
enterprise software application to acquire based on
diverse opinions from different stakeholders; individuals deciding whether to contribute toward a crowdfunding effort based on other donors’ testimonies; and
AI designers developing decision models that process
multiple, contradictory pieces of information.

of how the top reviews’ content is similar or different from
each other. In particular, review platforms might analyze
the interrelationships among a set of reviews and the speciﬁcity of use-related context using text-mining techniques
to predict the likelihood and the extent of consumers to
seek and read more reviews (Zhang et al. 2022). If three top
reviews are unlikely to drive a quick decision (e.g., when
reviews contain direct contradictions about the same feature), then it may be useful to display more reviews in
anticipation of consumers’ tendency to read more reviews.
Another design choice is to automatically extract parts of
reviews that address each product attribute, create a summary assessment for the attribute, and then display these
aggregated attribute scores on the product page. This may
help consumers to grasp the crowd’s overall assessment of
each attribute and reduce their struggle in reconciling contradictory opinions regarding an attribute.
Whereas we focus on the timing of purchase decisions, our study can also inform retailers and product
manufacturers on how additional reviews inﬂuence
buy-or-not-buy decisions. The timing of buy-or-notbuy decisions is important not because of the absolute
length of the delay, but because it can inﬂuence the
number and type of additional reviews to which consumers are exposed. Recent empirical evidence suggests that the set of reviews which consumers are
exposed to and end up reading directly impacts preferences and purchase decisions (Liu and Karahanna
2017, Liu et al. 2019). Moreover, just a few reviews can
sway consumers’ ultimate decisions from the presumably dominant inﬂuence of a product’s overall average
rating, which is an all-encompassing signal of product
quality (Lei et al. 2022). Even if consumers spend just a
few more minutes reading some additional reviews,
these additional reviews may change consumers’ buyor-not-buy decision. Thus, the timing of such decisions
has signiﬁcant implications for the platform and various parties beneﬁting from the platform. For example,
retailers and manufacturers can use our framework to
anticipate the likelihood of consumers to ﬁnd the set of
top reviews sufﬁcient for a purchase decision. If companies expect the displayed review set to be unhelpful
or not credible despite each review individually being
very helpful (e.g., with contradictory opinions across
reviews), they can make efforts to address the inconsistencies or apparent contradictions, such as offering a
response or providing some context to mitigate purchase deferral. In addition, if the displayed review set
is not deemed helpful or credible, consumers will consult more reviews. In this case, companies should not
limit their attention to only those top reviews, but
expand their focus to more reviews, such as the most
recent reviews that consumers may consult next. Thus,
our ﬁndings provide more nuanced, evidence-based
guidance for companies to effectively manage and

Practical Implications
Our ﬁndings also offer implications for review platforms,
companies, and reviewers. Platforms almost universally
sort reviews based on their helpfulness votes and then
highlight the few most helpful ones. The number of
reviews to display prominently is a key decision for
review platforms; for example, Amazon.com displays
three to six top reviews. Our ﬁndings suggest that some
design choices of displaying reviews—such as the number of reviews to highlight—could beneﬁt from an analysis
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respond to a rapidly increasing number of product
reviews.
Our ﬁndings also beneﬁt reviewers in crafting more
helpful content. Although being selected as one of
the “most helpful reviews” is a worthy achievement,
reviewers should realize that consumers rarely make
purchase decisions based on a single review. Thus,
reviewers should consider opinions from other reviewers to truly help prospective consumers. When a
reviewer holds contradicting opinions on an attribute
of the product compared with other reviewers, then
the reviewer should provide sufﬁcient and detailed
background information to justify the opinions and
enhance context speciﬁcity. This may not only boost
an individual review’s perceived helpfulness (e.g.,
Mudambi and Schuff 2010), but also reduce the likely
impact of cross-review incoherence on consumers’
purchase deferral.

reduced perceived credibility of the review set. This
extends prior research on individual reviews: inconsistency of a review with aggregated rating statistics
leads to lower perceptions of the review’s credibility
and diagnosticity (Qiu et al. 2012, Yin et al. 2016). Yet
conﬂicting opinions are a deﬁning characteristic of
product reviews, and such inconsistencies might arise
from variations in product quality, differences in
reviewers’ expectations, or how they use the product.
In contrast, a homogeneous set of reviews without
conﬂicting opinions might look suspicious, and it is
possible for consumers to believe such reviews to be
“incentivized.” Although a comparison of the impacts
of consistent and inconsistent reviews is outside the
scope of this study, it is a fascinating direction to
explore in future research.
Third, as we focused on cross-review incoherence,
we developed the stimuli to match its deﬁnition and
cleanly manipulate this variable. Speciﬁcally, we
designed a collection of stylized reviews to ensure
internal validity and make causal inferences, which are
common practice in prior research (e.g., Yin et al. 2014,
2017; Lei et al. 2021). Speciﬁcally, the purpose of our
review design was to control for confounds resulting
from the product aspects being discussed and the linguistic style in which the reviews were written. The
resulting reviews only differed in terms of the presence
of cross-review incoherence and the speciﬁcity of contextual information but not in terms of substantive
content or tone to reduce any threats to internal validity of our ﬁndings. Still, we acknowledge that reviews
on commercial platforms are not always comparable
with those in our experiments as they demonstrate
more variety in terms of valence, length, breadth, tone,
and language use. On one hand, real-world review
sets may be consistent among different reviews, and
future research can explore how inconsistent reviews
would shape consumer behavior differently from consistent reviews (e.g., the effects of contradictory inconsistency should be greater as compared with the
absence of product-level inconsistency vs. complementary inconsistency). On the other hand, the valence of
all attribute evaluations need not align with the overall
evaluation, and some reviews are two-sided. Although
such reviews do occur in reality (but less frequently
than the one-sided reviews that we used), they cannot
help isolate the impact of cross-review incoherence
or test our proposed relationships. Nevertheless,
review two-sidedness has nontrivial impacts on consumers’ evaluative judgments of the reviews
(Schlosser 2011, Lei et al. 2021). Looking beyond an
individual review, future research should explore
how consumers make sense of a combination of oneand two-sided reviews in a review set in their
decision-making process.

Limitations and Future Research
Whereas this paper facilitates a deeper understanding
of the role of cross-review incoherence in consumer
purchases, several limitations of our studies offer exciting opportunities for future research. First, although
laboratory experiments are the gold standard to isolate
the causal impact of theoretical constructs of interest in
a phenomenon, they rely on a constructed simpliﬁcation of reality to facilitate researcher control. The
design of our experiments differs from reality in several aspects that are worthy of additional investigation.
For example, our experiments lack monetary consequences as participants did not have to buy the product. We believe this to be a limited concern as our
experiments represent a more conservative test of the
hypotheses; the effects are expected to be even larger
in real-world situations in which economic consequences are present. Our participants were given a ﬁxed set
of reviews instead of being allowed to form their own
set of “featured reviews” or change their sequence.
Also, after reading the top reviews, buyers may engage
in other actions to gather information besides reading
more reviews, such as visiting other websites. Our
participants did not have that choice. We kept these
factors constant in our experiments to achieve high
control (i.e., isolating the effects of variables of our
interest) and interval validity. This came with the natural cost of some mundane realism or external validity
(Aronson et al. 1998). Therefore, future research should
test, replicate, and extend our ﬁndings in settings in
which these constraints can be relaxed and effectively
addressed using complementary methods, such as
randomized ﬁeld experiments and controlled experiments with ﬁnancial consequences.
Second, we demonstrate that the presence of direct
contradiction among reviews at the attribute level
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Fourth, because we sought to examine if context speciﬁcity would moderate the effects of cross-review
incoherence, the direct impacts of this moderator on
the outcome variable and mediators were outside our
scope. Contextual information may be of different
types (e.g., temporal cues, location), and research on
these types and their main effects represent a fascinating opportunity. Also, context can mean different
things for different people. Consumers may differ in
their likelihood to ﬁlter reviews or change their orders
to ﬁt their needs. Some consumers may delay the decision by several minutes, but others may spend hours
reading more reviews, especially if the product is
expensive or important (Krijnen et al. 2015). The exploration of consumers’ individual differences is a worthy
direction for future research.
Fifth, although we argue that cross-review incoherence generally reduces review set helpfulness and credibility, this effect is unlikely to be universal. Whereas we
demonstrate one boundary condition—the speciﬁcity of
contextual information—there may be other boundary
conditions that can strengthen or weaken the impact of
cross-review incoherence. For example, the negative
impact of direct contradiction on helpfulness and credibility judgments of the review set might be reduced
when consumers are more tolerant of contradictions and
uncertainties, when the attributes of concern are not
deemed relevant, or when aggregated ratings are more
salient. Future research can explore these other possible
boundary conditions. We also acknowledge that crossreview incoherence is only one source of purchase
deferral, and there may be other antecedents, again
suggesting ample opportunities for future research.
Finally, it is possible that review set credibility and
helpfulness have a more complex relationship than
what we theorize in the present paper. Helpfulness and
credibility are distinct theoretical constructs (Cheung
and Thadani 2012), and they are rarely examined simultaneously (e.g., Cheung et al. 2012, Hong et al. 2017).
The extent to which one may have a causal impact on
the other is an interesting opportunity for future
research, particularly given the important roles that
these constructs independently play in consumers’
decision-making process (Cheung and Thadani 2012).

antecedents of purchase deferral as well as on the intricate and nuanced interrelationships among reviews.

Conclusion
This paper examines how, why, and when cross-review
incoherence inﬂuences consumers’ purchase deferral. In
two laboratory experiments, we ﬁnd that the presence of
cross-review incoherence reduces attitude certainty and
increases purchase deferral through lower perceived
helpfulness and credibility of the review set and that
these pathways are weakened when the speciﬁcity of
contextual information is high. This work illustrates
exciting opportunities for future research on other
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Endnotes
For simplicity, we refer to “products” instead of “products and
services” in our theorizing, but our arguments are applicable to
reviews of both products and services.
1

2

An attribute is typically at a granular level with a certain value for
a particular product. For example, the opinion that “the laptop has
a big screen and a heavy weight” involves two attributes: screen
size (big) and weight (heavy).

3

Once participants indicated they were ready to make a decision,
we used a three-item scale to measure how likely they were to purchase the product. The descriptive results are provided in Online
Appendix D.

4

Although attitude about the product was not part of our conceptual model, it was necessary to include a measure of this in order
for participants to report their attitude certainty. Attitude toward
the product was measured with three items on a semantic differential scale (Schlosser 2011). Participants were asked, “Based on the
reviews, what is your overall opinion of camera Model X?” An
example item was from “very bad” to “very good.” Cronbach’s
alpha was α  0.91. Because this variable is not relevant to our
hypotheses, we do not discuss it further.

5

We also examined the main effects of our manipulated factors on
attitude certainty although they are outside the scope of the present
paper. The presence of incoherence had a significant negative effect
on attitude certainty, t(735)  −2.14, p  0.033, Cohen’s d  −0.16,
whereas context specificity had a nonsignificant positive effect,
t(735)  0.76, p  0.447, Cohen’s d  0.06.
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