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 Consumers of online WOM use multiple WOM 

metrics to make inferences about the 

credibility of reviewers (e.g., Packard & 

Berger, 2017; Grewal & Stephen, 2018).  

 Expert (vs. novice) reviewers are more likely to 

consider more (positive and negative) 

attributes when evaluating a product (Brauer 

et al., 2004; Nguyen et al. 2020).  

 As a result, expert reviewers’ ratings tend to 

aggregate towards lower variance (Nguyen et 

al., 2020).  
 

What remains unanswered… 

- Do readers of online WOM correctly infer 

greater reviewer expertise from  low (vs. high) 

rating variance? 

- What are potential downstream 

consequences of high (vs. low) variance 

across reviewers’ past ratings? 

- What is the two-way interactive relationship 

between rating variance and rating volume (a 

more intuitive signal of reviewer expertise)? 

In a series of four experimental studies, the 

authors identify an important gap: readers of 

online WOM incorrectly infer that reviewers with 

high (vs. low) rating variance have more expertise. 

The authors also examine the diagnosticity of 

rating variance relative to rating volume, the latter 

of which consumers rely on more intuitively as a 

signal of reviewer expertise. The study also reveals 

the circumstances under which rating variance 

becomes more diagnostic as a signal of reviewer 

expertise than rating volume.  

Results:  

 The target reviewer was perceived to be more of 

an expert when his ratings were characterized 

by high (M = 5.41) compared with low variance      

(M = 4.38; F(1, 203) = 19.21, p < .001) 

 Perceived discernment mediated the effect of 

rating variance on perceived expertise (95% CI 

= .60, 1.25) 
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Method:  

 Participants (N = 217, adult undergraduate students) chose 

between two wines in a incentive-compatible design. One wine was 

recommended by a reviewer with higher and the other with lower 

rating variance.  
 

Results:  

 The same reviewer was perceived to be more of an expert when his 

ratings were characterized by high (M = 6.35) compared with low 

variance (M = 3.34; F(1, 215) = 78.05, p < .001). 

 Perceived discernment and expertise emerged as significant serial 

mediators between rating variance and choice (95% CI = .17, .73). 

Method & Results (Study 3A):  

 Participants (N = 212 MTurkers) chose between two recommended bars of 

chocolate in a 2 (display: rating volume vs. rating volume and rating variance) × 5 

(combinations: 10 vs. 11, 10 vs. 12, 10 vs. 13, 10 vs. 14, 10 vs. 15) mixed design. 

Five repeated choices were either made based on rating volume or rating volume 

and rating variance information. 
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Method:  

 Participants (N = 205, undergraduate students) 

evaluated a target reviewer’s expertise and 

discernment based on the reviewer’s past ratings 

(low vs. high variance) (see Figures).  

 Consumers of online WOM incorrectly infer greater reviewer expertise from high (vs. 

low) variance across ratings.  

 Incorrect expertise inferences are caused by increased perceptions of discernment.  

 Displaying rating variance increases the choice share of products previously 

purchased by reviewers with lower rating volume.  

 Rating variance becomes more diagnostic as a signal of reviewer expertise when 

the level of rating volume is high (vs. low).  
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In-person Office Hours:  

https://uni-mannheim.zoom.us/j/61097938676  

 High (vs. low) rating variance 

overrode high (vs. low) rating 

volume as a signal of reviewer 

expertise when the level of rating 

volume was high (vs. low) (see 

Figure).  
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 Participants more likely chose the 

chocolate recommended by the 

reviewer with lower rating volume 

in the condition with rating volume 

and rating variance than in the 

rating volume condition (b = 2.39, 

p > .001) (see Figure). 

Method & Results (Study 3B):  

 Participants (N = 301 MTurkers) chose between two recommended hotels in a 2 

(hotel A‘s endorser: reviewer with lower or higher rating variance) × 2 (level of 

rating volume: low vs. high) between-subjects design.  


