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Abstrakt: Webbplatser som samlar recensioner är ett relativt nytt fenomen som ger möjlighet 
att samla in och publicera word-of-mouth information till en nivå som inte var möjligt 
tidigare. Eftersom off-line metoder för att utvärdera trovärdighet av källor inte är tillgängliga, 
används istället andra strategier för att utvärdera trovärdighet. Recensioner från konsumenter 
är sällsynta jämfört med försäljningsvolym och andra former av feedback från. Studien är en 
frivillig undersökning av användare från bokrelaterade social media webbplatser som studerar 
både mottagning och produktion av recensioner. Sociala influenser ger ett användbart sätt att 
närma sig ämnet, men bokrecensioner skilja sig kvalitativt från andra recensionskulturer. 
Resultaten visar att sociala influenser påverkar mer det innehåll i recensioner, d.v.s. om, när 
och hur detaljerade recensionerna är skrivna, snarare än att påverka recensionerna att vara 
antingen mer negativa eller positiva. 

Nyckelord: word-of-mouth, eWOM, konsumentbeteende, social påverkan, sociala medier, 
c2c interaktion  
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Social Influence and Book Reviews 

Laurie Watts 

Review collecting websites are a relatively new phenomenon 
providing the ability to collect and publish word of mouth information 
on a scale that was not possible before. Offline methods of evaluating 
the credibility of the source are unavailable, so users use various other 
strategies to evaluate trustworthiness. Consumer reviews for products 
are rare compared to sales volume. Other forms of consumer feedback 
are by comparison higher. The study consists of a voluntary survey of 
users of book related social review sites with questions on both 
reception and production of reviews. Social influences provide a 
useful way of approaching the topic, and although both normative and 
informational social influences are found to have an effect, book 
reviews are found to differ qualitatively from other review cultures. 
The results show that social influences are more likely to affect the 
content of reviews in the form of if, where, and how detailed reviews 
are written rather than influencing reviews to be more positive or 
negative. 

Keywords: word-of-mouth, eWOM, consumer behaviour, social 
influences, social media, c2c interactions  

As internet usage has become a daily part of life, there has been a proliferation of sites 
dedicated to consumer opinion and recommendations. Word of mouth transmission of 
consumer opinion, both organic and as a marketing tool, has long been understood as an 
integral part of the mechanics of how and why products are taken up by consumers. 
However the ability to collect, collate and disseminate this kind of information in a 
timely manner and on such a large scale was not previously available (Cheung, Luo, 
Sia, & Chen, 2009; King, Racherla, & Bush, 2014). 

The passing on of information about our surroundings, from where to find the best food 
sources, to where the rocks were unstable and it was unsafe to walk, make word-of-
mouth transmission perhaps a driving factor in human communication as a whole. As 
such, people use various strategies to evaluate the reliability and believability of both 
the messages they are receiving and the sources they are receiving them from. However, 
unlike traditional word of mouth, those providing information are often not personally 
known to those receiving it, and therefore the message is not necessarily seen as 
instantly reliable. Further, message recipients are now exposed to massive volumes of 
information, often conflicting. This form of customer to customer communication is 
therefore a new phenomenon that is not yet well understood from many perspectives. 
Online consumers must use multiple methods to evaluate the reliability of word of 
mouth information on the internet (Cheung et al., 2009; King et al., 2014).  

Despite the rich background of word-of-mouth communication in psychological 
literature, much of the research into the area of electronic word of mouth (eWOM) has 
focussed on marketing goals, such as how reviews affect the financial performance of 
products and how they fit into marketing strategies as a whole. The psychological and 
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social processes people use when reading reviews and particularly when producing 
reviews have not been nearly as well researched.  

Compounding this is that the existing research is often based on products that 
fundamentally differ from experiential products such as books. It is entirely possible for 
reviews on things such as consumer electronics to focus primarily on objective criteria, 
such as dimensions, battery life, compatibility with other products, and it is in turn often 
possible to evaluate reviews based on how accurately they transmit this kind of factual 
information. Books however are not normally evaluated for value based on how many 
pages they are, or what kind of paper they are printed on. Furthermore high value, low 
volume items such as consumer electronics are uncommon purchases for most people, 
so even a prolific amateur reviewer, reviewing products purchased for their own use, 
may only accrue a handful of reviews within a particular product area over their 
lifetime, making it difficult to build a profile or reputation. Books meanwhile are low 
cost, high volume items, with many prolific readers reading and reviewing hundreds of 
books per year, so building a profile in this area is very easy.  

Finally, most products are time-dependent but books are fixed in time; Twenty year old 
reviews for a television or even a new model car have little relevance to someone 
looking to purchase a new product today. Even for similarly experiential but ephemeral 
subjects such as restaurant or hotel reviews, each new review is covering a new 
experience. Books are neither time-dependent nor ephemeral: The product does not 
change, but it also does not date—and nor do reviews. Mark Twain’s evisceration of 
James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans is still widely read and quoted 
today, 120 years after he wrote it (Twain, 1895). Few online reviews of current books 
can hope to be remembered so well for so long, however the fact that The Last of the 
Mohicans is still not only read today, but still gathering reviews—the most recent 
review on Goodreads at the time of writing is dated January 6, 2015 (Martin, 2015)—
illustrates nicely the potential difference in longevity between even the amateur literary 
criticism that is a book review, and purely consumer feedback as found in general 
product reviews.  

Previous Research 
One of the first big studies looking at specifically book reviews online was by Chevalier 
& Mayzlin (2006) who performed an empirical analysis across book ratings and number 
of reviews in two large online retailers. They concluded that the more reviews a book 
has, and the higher the aggregate rating, the more direct impact it has on sales rank. 
However, this study focused on the aggregate rating without examining review content 
specifically, although they do conclude that consumers do actually read and respond to 
written reviews, rather than reacting only to the rating. This was the first major study to 
show that eWOM (Electronic Word of Mouth) is a causal factor in online consumer 
purchasing behaviour.  

In other results, they found that review posting is relatively rare; they note Harry Potter 
and the Goblet of Fire was reported to have 350,000 pre-orders before release, and 
remained in the top seller’s lists for 2.5 years, but had only 4457 reviews at the time of 
the study, which is a very small proportion. By comparison, many vendors on eBay 
have 100% feedback from consumers, meaning that every person they have made a sale 
to has provided feedback. They also found that reviews are longer when the message is 
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mixed, and that one and five star reviews tend to be shorter (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 
2006).  

Hu and Li (2011) also analysed book review data from Amazon, but instead looked 
contextual factors that influence review writing. Previous research had been primarily 
on the effect of reviews on sales, and there is little literature trying to understand the 
process of review production, which as noted by Chevalier & Mayzlin (2006) is very 
low compared to consumer transactions.  

They found that reviews often indirectly influence later reviews. Analysis of review 
content found that later reviews often mention the aggregate rating, and are often about 
whether consumer expectation was met or not. For instance if the aggregate is very 
high, readers may have unrealistically high expectation which are not met, resulting in 
their writing a review with a lower rating. This study concluded that the process by 
which consumers decide to produce reviews or not is not well understood and needs 
more study. It also notes that early adopters, as a group, tend to have different 
preferences to the general population, meaning that early reviews may not in fact reflect 
the prevailing opinion, and may be indirectly responsible for the contextual effect of 
setting up unrealistic consumer expectations (Hu & Li, 2011).  

Yeap, Ignatius and Ramayah (2014) studied movie goers choices of review sources. 
Movies are much more similar to books than most of the other products that are 
researched; they are low cost, high volume (with many movies released each week, 
although not nearly as many as books) and movies do not necessarily date the way other 
products do, allowing reviews to accrue over an extended period of time. Yeap et al. 
(2014) found that as with books, most of the previous research has focussed on how 
reviews contribute to the financial results of the product, and as with books, that the 
number of reviews drives results as much as their valence. Movies with widespread 
buzz (a lot of discussion on many sites) do better at the box office. In this study, they 
found that moviegoers preferred dedicated review sites for reading reviews, as they 
were able to provide a range of opinion, aggregation, reviewer profiles. They prioritize 
source credibility over specific information quality such as relevance, timeliness, 
accuracy, comprehensiveness and usefulness.  

Qiu, Pang and Lim (2012) performed an experimental study investigating readers 
attributional thinking in regard to conflicting aggregate scores and individual reviews, 
noting that most business to consumer websites provide multiple types of information, 
at once. They also note that empirical observation on attributional thinking in relation to 
eWOM are scarce in general. They concluded that when an individual opinion diverges 
negatively from a positive aggregate rating, consumers tend to assign product related 
reasons for the divergence, and look at the review as more reliable, downgrading the 
aggregate ratings reliability. When the individual opinion diverges positively from the 
aggregate rating, consumers instead assign non product-related reasons for the 
divergence. 

They further concluded that negative reviews have more power than positive ones and 
that the presence of conflicted ratings and reviews reduces consumer reliance on 
anecdotal reviews particularly positive ones. A product may have a positive aggregate 
score, but consumers will still largely rely on a few negative reviews to make 
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judgements, giving a disproportionate amount of influence to negative reviews versus 
an aggregate positive rating (Qiu et al., 2012).  

Another study  used a questionnaire to investigate how users of an online discussion 
forum process, evaluate and utilize eWOM in an environment where contributions come 
from a possibly unlimited number of unknown participants, and in the presence of vast 
amount of unfiltered information of uncertain validity. They state that users consciously 
understand the need to critically evaluate source credibility in an online environment 
when compared to traditional sources of WOM information, because traditional sources 
come from people who are "known quantities" when it comes to credibility, whereas 
online eWOM sources. They found that credibility is the key indicator of eWOM 
adoption, that is readers assessment of credibility is a major predictor of the users future 
action (Cheung et al., 2009).  

In regards to informational versus normative influence, both significantly affect 
perception of credibility and therefore acceptance of reviews, although not all 
informational factors are in play. Argument strength, source credibility and 
confirmation of prior belief have a significant effect, as do the normative factors of 
recommendation consistency and recommendation rating. The informational factors of 
recommendation rating and recommendation sidedness however do not. Consumers do 
not follow aggregate ratings blindly, but can be persuaded by opinions they deem well 
supported by valid and strong arguments, even if those arguments appear one sided or 
extremely polarized (Cheung et al., 2009). 

Theory 
Deutsch and Gerard (1955) formulated a Dual Process Dependency Model suggesting 
we are subject to two types of group influences that encourage conformity with the 
surrounding group norms. They called these Normative Influence and Informational 
Influence, often referred to as “conforming to be liked” and “conforming to be right”, 
although these two influences are often found together. Deutsch and Gerrard’s results 
indicate that even an artificial or trivial group situation can greatly increase errors in 
individual judgement on objective measures (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Insko, Smith, 
Alicke, Wade, & Taylor, 1985).  

Deutsch and Gerard define normative influence, or conforming on order to be liked is 
“influence to conform with the positive expectations of another […] or to avoid 
sanctions from another” (1955, p. 629). Positive expectations are expectations “whose 
fulfilment by another reinforces positive, rather than negative feelings, and whose non-
fulfilment leads to the opposite, to alienation rather than solidarity.” (1955, p. 629) 
Informational influence, or conforming to be right, is the “influence to accept 
information obtained from another as evidence about reality” (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955, 
p. 629).  

Stating one’s position publicly strengthens the conformity of group member opinions, 
which is relevant to publishing an opinion on a product on the internet. In other words, 
when there is no risk of social consequences such as censure or ostracism, but equally 
when there is nothing to gain in the form of positive consequences by conformity, we 
tend to stick to our own initial position, and not be influenced by the group opinion. 
This effect occurs even when rating pseudonomysly (that is, with a “user name” rather 
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than real name) vs. rating entirely anonymously. Later researchers agree with Deutsch 
and Gerrard that publicly visible responses, anonymous or not, lead to more conformity 
(Insko, Drenan, Solomon, Smith, & Wade, 1983, p. 353; Insko et al., 1985) and that 
larger groups are more influential, but only to a point (Insko et al., 1985) 

We have an innate internalized drive to conform to—that is, to trust—our own 
judgement which can be in opposition to the group influences. They also found that 
normative social influence to conform to one’s own judgement from another group 
member is even stronger than the internalized self-expectation that one’s own 
judgement is sound (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955).  

However, most of these studies, while influential, are based on evaluations of objective 
criteria: Is this colour blue or green, which of these lines are the same length. When 
looking at more subjective matters, for instance in discussion groups, the normative 
influence results in polarization (Moscovici & Zavalloni, 1969). The group average 
opinion along a scale, after discussion becomes more extreme than the average of the 
individual group members before the discussion. Furthermore, discussion drives people 
to take a more extreme version of their own opinion, so rather than the social influence 
normalizing opinion to a more central point on the scale, it pushes opinion to the outer 
limits of the scale.  

Deutsch and Gerard also point out that normative social influences can just as well be 
used to support and encourage individual integrity and encourage individualism, as it 
can to turn people into “merely a mirror or puppet of the group” (Deutsch & Gerard, 
1955, p. 635).  This is highly relevant to books, which can only be evaluated on 
subjective criteria, and where each reader brings a unique set of experiences and 
personal history to their reading experience and therefore has a unique relationship with 
each book they read.  

“Groups can demand of their members that they have self-respect, that 
they value their own experience, that they be capable of acting without 
slavish regard for popularity. Unless groups encourage their members to 
express their own, independent judgments, group consensus is likely to be 
an empty achievement. Group process which rests on the distortion of 
individual experience undermines its own potential for creativity and 
productiveness.” (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955, p. 635) 

Cheung et al. (2009) provide a useful set of  properties of individual reviews and 
whether they can be seen as normative or informational, as seen in Table 1. 

Table 1. Normative versus Informational Determinants in online reviews 

Informational Determinants Normative Determinants 

Argument strength Recommendation consistency 
Recommendation Framing Recommendation rating 
Recommendation Sidedness  
Source Credibility  
Confirmation with Prior Belief  
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In this model, for the determinants of informational influence, argument strength refers 
to the quality of the information provided, recommendation framing to the valence of 
the eWOM, that is if it is positive or negative, recommendation sidedness to whether 
both positive and negative arguments are presented or only one side. Source credibility 
refers to features of the source such as attractiveness, power, authority, appearance and 
familiarity, not all of which are readily apparent in an online setting. Confirmation with 
prior belief refers to how well arguments made agree with the readers pre-existing 
opinions. For normative influence determinants, recommendation consistency refers to 
how much the opinion in question agrees with the prevailing norm, and 
recommendation rating refers to how well other users in the eWOM ecosystem value 
the review, for instance if it has received feedback in the form of likes, commentary, or 
votes.  

Social influence is a multidirectional phenomenon, affecting how readers receive 
reviews written by others, as well as how they go about writing their own reviews, with 
those reviews going on to influence others in the future—reviews are not produced in a 
vacuum, reviewers are aware of those who have gone before and what they have said. In 
order to investigate the social influence on the review process it is necessary to 
investigate both reception and production of reviews. 

Objective 
Having identified three major factors that differentiate books from other products up for 
public review—lack of objective evaluation factors, low cost/high volume consumption, 
and the “fixed in time” aspect of books—this raises questions as to whether assumptions 
about review behaviour based on other kinds of products can, or should, be generalised 
to book reviewing.  

Rather than approaching book reviewing from the marketing or book consumer 
perspective, the current study aims to investigate the phenomena of book reviewing 
from a social book user’s perspective, both as a consumer of reviews as well as from the 
so far little-researched producer perspective.  

The purpose of this study is to gain understanding on if normative social influence and 
informational social influence affect book reviewers and review consumers on social 
media sites. 

Method 

Participants 
Participants consisted of volunteers who read the call to take part in the course of their 
own usage of book related websites. The call was posted to three sites that share a fairly 
similar usage demographic, and one that is a little different but heavily frequented by 
readers. The sites were: Goodreads (http://www.goodreads.com), Booklikes 
(http://www.booklikes.com), Leafmarks (http://www.leafmarks.com) and KBoards 
(http://www.kboards.com).     

Goodreads, Booklikes and Leafmarks are primarily sites for book cataloguing and 
reviewing. Goodreads is one of the largest and oldest sites in the field, while Booklikes 
and Leafmarks are newer entrants into the field. On all three sites, the call to participate 
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was posted into the researcher’s personal social network feed, but was re-shared by 
others and beyond the researcher’s direct social circle. On Goodreads, it was 
additionally posted with permission into one of the larger groups (topical sub-forums 
with their own community identity inside the larger Goodreads user identity). KBoards 
differs from these three in that it is primarily a site for Amazon Kindle e-reader owners, 
and is also heavily frequented by authors. Here the call to participate was posted with 
permission into the largest reader community group. All four of the sites share users, 
with many keeping records on one or more , and reposting reviews from one site to the 
other to take advantage of differing presentation formats, or using the redundancy as a 
form of backup. 

Responses were collected anonymously, although the opportunity to add a contact 
address was given for participants who were interested in the study results. This address 
was stripped from the data file before analysis, leaving no identifying information. As 
response was voluntary and anonymous, no consent forms were deemed necessary.  A 
contact address was provided on the survey form itself, for any questions or concerns 
participants may have had.  

131 responses were received over the period of two weeks that the survey was accepting 
responses. Respondents were primarily women (83%, N = 104). The mean age was 40 
(SD = 12). The mean number of books read per year was 117 (SD = 101.49). 89% of 
respondents keep a catalogue or record of all their reading. 17% are published authors. 
E-books are the favoured format, narrowly edging out printed books, with 88.5% of 
respondents reading e-books and 82.3% reading printed books. 35% of respondents 
listen to audiobooks.  Most respondents purchase the majority of their books (53%), but 
borrowing is also a common source of reading material (31%). 9% of readers primarily 
read Advanced Reader Copies (ARC's) while for 5% of readers, free books (public 
domain or free retail books) are the major source of reading material.  

The mean rating given to all books was 3.6 (out of 5) (SD = 0.39).  About half (51%) of 
respondents review every book they read, while another large group (32%) describe 
themselves as casual reviewers, reviewing only when they have time or are in the mood. 
Of the remainder, 4% review only books they liked, while 8% review books that struck 
a nerve or were particularly memorable. 5% of respondents do not review books at all.  

Materials 
The survey consisted of 31 questions divided into sections, and took approximately 5 to 
10 minutes to complete (see Appendix 1: Survey Instrument). For the multiple choice or 
multiple response questions the order of responses were randomized so each respondent 
saw them in a different order from the last. 

The first section asked for demographic information, both general such as age and 
gender, and book specific. These included source of reading material in order to discern 
if there were differences in review related behaviour when money was involved or not, 
frequency of review writing, average rating, and how many books read per year, and if 
the respondent is in the habit of keeping a record of reading. One of the sites the 
instrument was posted to is frequented by publishing authors, respondents were asked to 
indicate if this was the case.  
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The second section related to review reading behaviour in general. Firstly at which point 
in the process do you read reviews, for instance pre-purchase or post-purchase. Do 
negative or positive ratings influence your interest in the book, do they influence your 
decision to spend time reading reviews for details, and if you do read reviews, do you 
find positively rated reviews, negatively rated reviews, or neutral reviews most helpful. 
These questions relate to informational influence in the form of recommendation 
framing.  

The third section expanded on the influence of ratings on interest in a book, asking 
about specific situations such as "You are interested in a book, and the average rating is 
very high, but your social circle rated it poorly".  For each of these situations the 
respondent was asked how this influenced their interest in the book, their interest in 
reading reviews, and which reviews they would find most helpful to decide. Similar 
situations were posed regarding books they had already read, for instance: "You read a 
book with a very high average rating, but your social circle rated it poorly. You 
however liked it a lot." They were asked if it would alter their review, for instance 
spending more time on explaining what they liked or defending their position, and if the 
social circle rating would influence their eventual rating. These questions relate to 
normative influence in the form of recommendation consistency (how much the opinion 
and the prevailing norm agree) and informational influence in the form of source 
credibility, confirmation with prior belief and recommendation framing. 

The fourth section covered review writing. Respondents were asked how the existing 
reviews affected their posting one of their own, when they largely agreed with the 
existing reviews, or when they disagreed. These questions relate to normative influence 
in the form of recommendation consistency, and how it affects review production.. They 
were also asked if they ever addressed specific comments or criticisms from other 
reviews in their own. Finally they were asked for their attitude towards commentary on 
their reviews, and if they had ever modified a review because of such commentary. 
These questions relate to how informational influence in the form of source credibility 
and argument strength affect the production of reviews, that is, do reviewers attempt to 
enhance their own argument strength and credibility in these situations.  

Finally a free text section was provided for respondents to make any additional 
comments they had about the topic. There was no prompt, allowing respondents to 
answer in any fashion they pleased, with the expectation that most if not all forms of 
informational and normative influences would naturally be touched on.  

The survey was conducted via Google Forms (http://docs.google.com/forms), via a 
public link which did not require logging in or a user identity. An introductory text 
provided simple instructions, and users were able to fill in the survey on their own 
schedule and at their own pace.  

Validity and Reliability 
As a voluntary survey, the study was subject to both self-selection bias and self-
reporting bias. In the case of self-reporting bias, particularly in the case of questions 
relating to the influence of ratings on the likelihood of purchasing a book, it is quite 
likely that respondents under-reported the perceived influence. Given that valid, 
significant results were obtainable in any case, this does not necessarily undermine the 
validity of the study as a whole.  
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The self-selection bias means that the demographics of the study do not reflect the 
general population well, for instance in gender balance, or number of books read. 
However they do appear to reflect the demographics of the users of book review 
websites rather better, albeit exact demographic data is difficult to come by. 

Due to time constraints the survey form was not pilot tested, so it is likely that it could 
be improved upon for future research. Due to the use of varying scales, Cronbach’s 
Alpha can only be calculated across one subscale, as each of the others have too few 
items. For this subscale, the likelihood of reading reviews in various scenarios, 
Cronbach’s α = .75, which is acceptable.  

Analysis 
The surveys were collected as a spreadsheet file, and the optional contact address 
column was removed from the file and pasted into another document for later use. The 
resulting spreadsheet was imported into IBM SPSS 22 for clean-up, grouping and 
analysis.  

Several columns of data were normalized to enable analysis: Ages given as free text 
were converted to whole years, ratings and book-read counts given as ranges were set to 
a median point. Responses that could not be normalized were instead marked missing. 
Several variables with very wide ranges were also transformed into quartiles to enable 
analysis by groups. These were: Age, number of books read per year, all time average 
ratings.  

Descriptive statistics and frequencies were run on all the variables, followed by 
Pearson’s Correlations between similar variables, independent samples T-tests, and 
ANOVA and MANOVA tests as appropriate for data types. These were specifically 
independent samples T-tests (with gender, cataloguer or not, and author or not as 
independent variables) ANOVA (Age by quartile, books read per year, source of books, 
overall rating by quartile, type of reviewer, and when reviews are read as independent 
variables) and MANOVAs (for each of the ANOVA independent variables against each 
other, in all combinations possible) with the answers to the Likert scaled questions as 
dependent variables. Post-Hoc Tukey’s tests were run for ANOVA and MANOVA 
tests.  

Results 

When are reviews read? 
Not only were reviews read at multiple points in the purchase-read-review process, but 
most reviewers returned to them several times and for different purposes, or even for no 
particular purpose, as seen in Table 2. 



 13 

Table 2. Frequencies for the multiple response question "When do you read reviews" 

 Responses  

 N Percent Percent of Cases

When looking for something to purchase 70 18% 53%
When looking for something to read 90 23% 69%
After reading a book 63 17% 48%
While writing my own review 25 7% 19%
After writing my own review 55 14% 42%
Browse for no particular purpose 82 21% 63%
 385 100% 294%
 

When looking at a specific book page, many readers accepted the default order for 
presentation of reviews (18%) or looked at their social circle first (32%). For non-
storefront sites, this is the default presentation, so approximately half of respondents 
normally see reviews and ratings from their social circle grouped ahead of reviews from 
the general community.  A large group (27%) skipped around the page and read the 
reviews that grab their attention. A few users chose to re-sort or filter the reviews so 
they see them in another order: lowest first (11%), newest first (8%), or neutral reviews 
(3%). 1% responded they preferred to see the highest ratings first, and no respondents 
chose the oldest reviews first. 

How do ratings affect your interest in a book? 
Positive aggregate ratings alone do make it more likely that readers would purchase a 
book, on a scale of one to five, five being most likely (M = 3.44, SD = 1.10).  57% of 
respondents did report that high ratings influenced them positively towards the book, 
however 27% report it did not sway them either way and 16% are negatively influenced 
towards a book with high ratings, and less likely to read or purchase the book. 

61% of readers were more likely to read the reviews for positively rated books than 
before seeing the rating, while 14% were less likely to read the reviews, and 25% were 
neutral.  There is a correlation between being positively influenced by ratings and 
choosing to read reviews to find out details, r(131) = 0.33, p = .000. The more 
positively a positive review influences the decision to purchase or read, the more likely 
the respondent is to turn to reviews. 

Negative ratings alone made it less likely that readers purchase or read a book (M = 
3.06, SD = 1.04). 34% of people were still less likely to read a book after seeing a 
negative rating, and the number that felt more likely to read it dropped to 26%. 83% 
were more likely to read reviews than before seeing the rating when the rating is 
negative. Almost half, 47% chose 5 or very likely on the scale, and only 2% chose less 
likely to read the reviews, with 14% neutral.  

There was a correlation between being influenced by a negative rating, and reading 
reviews, r(131) = -.27, p = .002. The more strongly negative reviews influenced the 
decision to purchase or read, the less likely the respondent was to turn to reviews before 
deciding. 



 14 

There was also a correlation between answers to the questions "Do positive ratings 
make you more likely to read or purchase a book" and "Do negative ratings make you 
less likely to read or purchase a book" (with the answers reversed for analysis), r(131) = 
.583, p < .001. 

When a book the reader is interested in was average rated, the ratings have a fairly 
neutral influence (M = 2.78, SD = 0.72) on a scale of 1-5. Readers were very likely to 
turn to the reviews to find out specifics (M = 4.06, SD = 1.01), again on a scale of 1-5. 
There was a weak but not statistically significant negative correlation between the two 
responses.  

While no correlations were found between the responses for average ratings and either 
negative or positive, there were correlations between the likelihood of average ratings 
encouraging review reading, with both positive and negative ratings encouraging the 
same. For average ratings vs. negative ratings this was r(131) = .47, p = .000, and for 
average ratings vs. positive ratings this was r(131) = 0.48, p = .000.  

Does your social circle influence your opinion? 
Given the scenario "You are interested in a book with a high average rating, but your 
social circle rated it poorly", respondents were again asked if they were more or less 
likely to purchase the book than before seeing the ratings. 48% were very or slightly 
less likely to purchase this book, while only 12% were more likely to, with 40% feeling 
they would not be influenced either way. The mean rating is 2.48, SD = 1.05, indicating 
that social circle does directly, but only slightly influence purchase choice negatively in 
this scenario. 

When asked however if they would look at reviews for details, the results reverse, with 
83% saying they would be more likely to read the reviews than before seeing the 
ratings, and only 4% being less likely. 14% would be neither less nor more likely to 
read reviews.  

For the scenario "You are interested in a book with a high average rating, but your 
social circle rated it poorly, which reviews do you think will be most helpful in deciding 
whether or not to read it?" 52% of respondents chose to look at the negative reviews and 
only 12% to look at the positive reviews, with the remaining 36% looking instead for 
neutral, average rated reviews. 

In a similar scenario "You read a book with a very high average rating, but your social 
circle rated it poorly. You however liked it a lot?" When asked if this situation would 
influence the content of their review, for instance if they would spend more time than 
normal defending or explaining their position, 23% answered that it would. When asked 
if this situation would alter their rating, 98% answered that it would not. Only 1% 
thought they might rate it higher or lower than they intended before seeing the reviews.  

In the scenario "You read a book with a very low average rating, but your social circle 
rated it quite well. You thought it was just average", respondents were again asked if 
this would alter either the content of their reviews, or their rating. 16% thought this 
situation might influence the content of their review, leading to spending more effort 
defending or explaining their position. Once again a large majority, 94%, though that it 
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would not alter their rating. For this scenario a larger, but still very small percentage 
(3% each) thought they might rate the book either more positively or more negatively 
than before seeing the reviews. 

Do reviews influence your own reviews? 
In relation to the influence of existing reviews on whether or not a review is posted at 
all, respondents were asked if they were more or less likely to post a review in two 
situations: When their opinion diverged greatly from the prevailing opinion, and when 
their opinion was in line with the prevailing opinion. For both cases, just over half (55% 
and 57%) of respondents would be as likely to post a review, or not, as they were before 
seeing the existing reviews.  

41% considered themselves more likely to post a review when their opinion diverged 
from the prevailing opinion, and only 8% more likely to post a review when their 
opinion agreed with the prevailing opinion. Only 4% would be discouraged from 
posting a review with a divergent opinion, while 36% would be discouraged from 
posting a review in line with the prevailing opinion. 

While a large group of reviewers (55%) chose a score of 1 or 2 on the 5 point scale, 
indicating they almost never or rarely address specific criticisms or comments they 
noticed in other reviews, this leaves almost half (44%) who do. 24% chose 4 or 5, 
indicating they do so often, or a lot, while 21% chose 3, which can be read as a fairly 
ambivalent "sometimes" or "it happens. 

Most reviewers (58%) had a positive attitude towards comments or discussion on their 
reviews while another large group had a neutral attitude in general (30%). 12% did not 
welcome comments on their reviews. Despite the generally positive attitude to 
commentary and the ability to retroactively edit reviews, discussion on the review is 
very unlikely to have an effect on respondent’s opinions. Only 6% of readers have ever 
modified a review to be more positive after discussion, and exactly the same amount, 
6% have modified a review to be more negative. 4% of respondents however, have 
removed a review entirely. 

Other results 
During analysis, all the demographic variables were analysed in relation to the scale 
type questions. Tests performed were independent samples T-tests (with gender, 
cataloguer or not, and author or not as independent variables) ANOVA (Age by 
quartile, books read per year, source of books, overall rating by quartile, type of 
reviewer, and when reviews are read as independent variables) and MANOVAs (for 
each of the ANOVA independent variables against each other, in all combinations 
possible) with the answers to the Likert scaled questions as dependent variables. Post-
Hoc Tukey’s tests were run where appropriate for ANOVA and MANOVA tests. Few 
statistically significant effects on review-related behaviour could be observed in relation 
to any of the demographic type variables.  

Gender appeared to have no influence on any result at all.  

Age (broken into quartiles) vs. Influence of average ratings in an ANOVA analysis 
showed a main effect, F[3,123] = 3.44, p = .02 which Tukey’s post-hoc analysis showed 
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to be due to the fourth percentile (age over 50) being significantly less likely to 
purchase a book after seeing an average aggregate rating than the other age groups.  

An independent samples T-test showed that cataloguers are significantly (F[129] = 1.94, 
p = .05) less likely to look at reviews for positively rated books after seeing the rating 
(M = 3,62, SD = 1.209) compared to those who don't catalogue their reading (M = 4.14, 
SD = .86) 

Type of reviewer showed a significant main effect in an ANOVA between the 
likelihood of purchasing a book that has high aggregate ratings but is rated poorly by 
the social circle, F[4,126] = 4.06, p = 0.004. Tukey’s post-hoc analysis showed that this 
difference is between those who review only books they like (M = 4.20) being 
significantly more likely to be positively affected by high aggregate ratings that disagree 
with the social circles opinion, when compared to all the other groups which had means 
ranging between 2.34-2.52.  

Reviewer type also showed a main effect in ANOVA analysis for the questions relating 
to posting a review when your opinion agrees with the majority (F[4,129] = 4.75, p = 
.001) and attitude to comments on reviews in general (F[4,126] = 4.86, p = .001). Post-
hoc Tukey’s tests showed that for the former, posting a review when your opinion 
agrees with the majority the difference lies primarily between the casual reviewer, who 
is much less likely to post a review in this circumstance, and the “Reviews every book” 
reviewer, who is much more likely to still post a review. For the latter question, attitude 
to comments in general, the post-hoc Tukey’s test showed that the groups of those who 
review every book (M = 4.06, SD = 0.97) and those who review selected books that 
made a strong impression (M = 3.82, SD = 3.82) both have a much more positive 
attitude to comments on reviews than either casual reviewers (M = 3.36, SD = 1.19) or 
those who review only books they like, who are much more likely to have a neutral or 
slightly negative attitude (M = 2.80, SD = 1.49) towards comments on their reviews in 
general compared to the other groups who are likely to have a strongly positive view. 
This last group, those who review only books they like, were also the only group which 
had members who had removed a book review entirely due to comments it had 
received, but had not modified one to be more negative or positive. 

Reviewer type also showed a main effect on aggregate average rating (F[4,117] = 4.47, 
p = .002). Post hoc Tukey’s test showed that those who review only books they like 
have a significantly higher aggregate rating (M = 4.26, SD = .37) than the other groups, 
with the next highest being casual reviewers (M = 3.61, SD = .43) followed by those 
who review selected books (M = 3.39, SD = .32), those who review every book (M = 
3.58, SD = .36).  

Comments from respondents 
The final part of the survey allowed respondents to add their own comments and 
thoughts. There were several reoccurring themes that many respondents expressed in 
various ways that were pertinent to the research. These were: A lack of faith in ratings 
from strangers; reviewing as a hobby in and of itself, and who their review audience is; 
how social circle members are chosen; and why negative reviews are often considered 
the helpful. 
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On the topic of the lack of faith in ratings and reviews that are overly strident there is a 
recurrent theme of fear that reviews are plagued by shills artificially inflating some 
books and on the other hand with saboteurs trying to artificially damage a books rating. 
For instance one respondent said “I feel like I have to be on guard for biased reviewers, 
ones that are paid to give good/bad reviews.” Similarly another said “Much of the time, 
I don't trust books that have all 5-star reviews. […] I will assume that a masterpiece like 
this has been only reviewed by friends and family and ignore those reviews.” This is 
explicitly given as a reason for the preference for social circle reviews: “I much prefer 
(and trust) reviews written by my online social circle. There are far too many reviews 
written for promotion only and I can't trust them to be honest.” 

Several comments were very clear that the respondents view either cataloguing their 
own reading, or reviewing, as a hobby of its own, as opposed to part of the reading 
process. For instance one respondent says “[…]reviewing is a hobby so I often enjoy the 
process” while another adds “I started out reviewing books just so I could remember 
what I had read because I read so fast. It became more enjoyable when I started getting 
interaction from others who had read my reviews but I still write them primarily for 
myself and would keep doing it even if no one else ever saw them.” Readers who are 
writing reviews for themselves are particularly clear that their audience is primarily 
themselves first: “I write a review for EVERY book I read. I don't care if it already has 
thousands of reviews, I don't care if my opinion is vastly different or very similar to 
other reviewers, I don't care what my social circle thought of the book, I write a review 
for EVERY book I read.” A related recurring theme is that they write the reviews they 
would like to read, the ones that help them to make decisions. For instance “I just try to 
be honest. I really appreciate reviewers who clearly state what they did & didn't like so I 
try to do the same, whether it's a popular opinion or not.” 

Several comments mentioned that social circle members are not necessarily chosen 
because they will agree, but because they write interesting well thought out reviews: “I 
enjoy honest, well written reviews, whether or not their opinions are the same or 
different than mine.” The respondent comments are quite clear that divergent opinions 
are expected: “If it's a book a friend of mine loves, I'll be less likely to get snarky. If it's 
a book everyone hates on, then I'll join in. But if I love the book and everyone hates, 
hey, I'll own it.” Another adds “Additionally, my social network is basically people who 
know disagreements over books happen. So there is really no pressure at all.” 

Finally several comments referred to why readers look to the negative reviews for 
information. These comments included “No book is loved by all people.” and “I read 
negative reviews to find out if the things that bother the reviewer are things I care about. 
If not, I discount it.” One respondent expanded on this with “Where reviews of highly 
rated books are very critical, this can give an interesting insight into different aspects of 
the book, but it seldom influences on my own impressions. The same counts for the 
reverse, i.e. poorly rated books and glowing reviews. After all, no two people read the 
same book.” This is also given as a rationale for writing negative reviews: “Every 
reader is looking for something different in a book so something that bothered me in a 
book (which would result in a lower rating) won't necessarily bother other people.” 
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Discussion 

The purpose of the study was to gain understanding on if, and how, normative social 
influence and informational social influence affect book reviewers on social media sites. 
Social influence is a multidirectional phenomenon, affecting how readers receive 
reviews written by others, as well as how they go about writing their own reviews, with 
those reviews going on to influence others in the future.  

Results of the current study 
Demographics 

Despite the enormous amount of demographic data collected, few statistically 
significant results were found for any of the demographic markers. Men read less than 
women, and authors read less than the average reader, however since neither gender nor 
authorial status, nor number of books read had any effect on review related behaviour, 
this is merely interesting. The fact that demographics does not appear to have any effect 
on reviewing behaviour is interesting in itself, perhaps implying that "book lover" as a 
salient group identity perhaps outweighs other potential salient identities when it comes 
to book related behaviour online.  

Demographics broadly follow trends in consumer research and publicly available site-
usage demographics showing that women read substantially more than men, or are at 
least more present on book related sites, and most people are read print books. However 
this particular group of respondents are also heavy e-book readers, and well above 
average users of audiobooks, compared to the average consumer.  

Some of the results are expected and not necessarily related to the theoretical 
standpoint. For instance, there is a significant difference in behaviour between the 
groups who self-identify as casual reviewers’ vs. those who review every book, when it 
comes to the likelihood of posting reviews.  When the user is using a website with the 
explicit intention of writing a review for every book, the normative influence of other 
opinions is clearly not going to have an effect on whether they write one although it 
might influence the content.  It does however affect the likelihood that the content of the 
review. A reviewer who likes to review every book they read, will spend more time than 
normal explaining their position when their opinion is divergent from the norm, while a 
casual reviewer will simply not post a review. This implies that casual reviewers are 
much more affected by the normative influence of recommendation consistency than 
those who review every book they read. 

This cataloguing aspect and the related phenomenon of “reviewing as a hobby” is 
something that is not seen in the previous research. For most products, the only reason 
to leave a review at all is as a consumer opinion, directed at other consumers. Here 
again, books are clearly different to other products such as consumer electronics, 
although it is reasonable to assume that music and movies have similar hobbyist 
catalogue/hobbyist reviewers. These users use book review sites to maintain a catalogue 
of their previous reading, to engage with other book lovers, and to generate 
recommendations. Additional social media features such as blogging ability and group 
forums, polls, list creation create user engagement around the users own book 
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catalogue, so the more they invest in the site the more they receive. These features also 
create normative influence in the form of recommendation rating. 

When are reviews read? 

Looking at the results for when reviews are read reveals some patterns that seem to 
differ markedly from other types of products. For book readers and reviewers, 
reviewing the book is part of the reading discourse.  

A very large percentage of respondents look at reviews specifically when choosing 
something to read or purchase, 41% of all review views, 142% of cases—some people 
do both. This is the widely assumed default purpose of reviews on consumer websites, 
to guide other purchasers or readers in their choices.  

What is unusual and possibly book-specific is that so many site users look at reviews for 
other purposes than simply deciding what to purchase. While 19% of respondents look 
at reviews while writing their own review, this accounts for only 7% of total review 
views, indicating that social influence of either kind on the content of reviews is 
relatively small, and not the primary purpose of reading reviews. By comparison, 42% 
of site visitors look at reviews after writing their own review.  Almost half (48%) of site 
users look at reviews after reading the book, whether they are writing a review or not, 
and well over half (63%) sometimes browse reviews for no external purpose, but simply 
to read reviews.  

One obvious explanation for this wide range of behaviour is that, as mentioned earlier, 
book reviews are not time limited—reading a review of a hotel or restaurant from ten 
years ago, may not be relevant. An electronic product may not even be for sale any 
longer, having been superseded. But reviews of classic books continue to be written and 
read hundreds of years later. The oldest book review I was able to locate directly on 
Goodreads dates from 2006, while Amazon has book reviews dating back to 1995 
(Customer, 1995; Pon, 2006). Although neither of those specific examples have 
discussion attached, there is nothing inherent in their content that makes them "out of 
date". A similar aged review on Amazon for a VCR or cell phone is very unlikely to be 
relevant to a modern consumer.  

For most respondents, reviews from within their social circle are the first they see if 
they look at the page for a specific book—either they choose this layout, or it is the 
default presentation. Few users make use of the possibility to re-sort or filter their views 
to look at other orderings, but when they do, the largest choice is to look at the negative 
ratings first. Many readers simply skip around the book page looking for reviews that 
grab their attention. This could mean that source credibility is the most important 
influence factor for most reviewers, and the default layout provides this, but it could 
also simply mean that with the surfeit of information available, there is enough provided 
on the first page that re-sorting is not necessary. 

How do ratings affect your interest in a book? 

Readers who are positively influenced by ratings, still want to see the details in the 
reviews. Readers who are negatively influenced by ratings are effectively lost, as they 
are also negatively influenced towards reading reviews. Both of these results show that 
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informational influence in the form of recommendation sidedness is a determining 
factor for at least part of the purchasing process. 

There is a cross-correlation between all three situations of a positive aggregate, a 
negative aggregate, and an average aggregate: The more positively influenced you are 
towards the book by aggregate ratings (whether negative, positive, or average), the more 
likely you are to read the reviews, and the more negatively influenced you are by 
aggregate ratings, and the less likely you are to read the reviews.  

Social circle influence 

Social circle influence has a quite limited direct influence on book reading or 
purchasing choices. However social circle influences quite strongly the format of stating 
one's own opinion: When they liked the book substantially more than their social circle, 
only a tiny 1% would be influenced to alter their rating, split evenly between rating it 
higher and rating it lower after seeing their social circles opinion, but 23% would alter 
the content of their review: They would spend more time explaining and defending their 
position. Similarly when they liked a book substantially less, only 6% would be likely 
to alter their rating, again split evenly between rating it higher or lower, but 16% would 
again alter the content of their review, spending more space explaining their opinion.  

This relates directly to the comments that the social circle is not specifically chosen for 
similar tastes. Similar to the moviegoers who look to professional reviewers for credible 
opinions (Yeap et al., 2014), readers follow and add to their social circle those 
reviewers they find credible and have a recognisable pattern. At the same time, this 
confirms that the informational influence of source credibility is important to many 
readers. It also confirms the theoretical standpoint that communities that encourage 
individuality, social influence encourages diverse opinions (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955) 

Do other reviews affect your own reviews? 

Respondents were more likely put off posting a review at all by the perceived 
redundancy of posting a review that agrees with the prevailing opinion, when there are 
already several hundred than they were by diverging from the group norms. Only a very 
small percentage being discouraged from posting a review that diverges strongly from 
the group norms. Somewhat expectedly this affects casual reviewers and those who 
don't keep a reading catalogue far more than those who use the sites to keep a reading 
record and write reviews of every book. Casual reviewers are therefore much more 
affected by social normative influence in the form of recommendation consistency.  

A fair proportion of respondents are quite interested in engaging in discourse around 
other reviews in their own. The outlying group in these results is the reviewer type "I 
only review books I liked". As might be expected, their mean average rating is very 
much higher than all the other groups.  Less expected is the finding that they are 
significantly less positive towards discussion on their reviews, and are the most likely 
group to have removed a review due to discussion it received. There are several 
interpretations from this result, and further research would be necessary to find out 
which is correct. One is that this kind of reviewer may be attempting to enhance their 
own social normative influence in the form of recommendation rating, whether on 
purpose or inadvertently. Another is that this group could be threatened by strongly 
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worded arguments, and backing down in the face of this kind of social informational 
influence being exerted against them.  

A large subset of review site users review every book they read. However review site 
users are only a small subset of book readers as a whole. Another large subset of book 
review site users only review casually, or a subset of their reading, further reducing the 
number of reviews. This is possibly one of the major reasons that consumer reviews 
occur in much smaller numbers than other forms of seller feedback such as e-bay 
vendor feedback. The “review every book” type of reviewer who catalogues their 
reading may tend to use sites specifically for that purpose, because they can aggregate 
all their reviews in a single place, rather than reviewing on each specific bookseller site 
they make purchases from. Similarly, with borrowing being a large source of reading 
material, library users are more likely to write reviews on the social sites, than to go to 
Amazon to post a review of a book they did not purchase there. Casual reviewers who 
do not catalogue their reading proportionately more likely to be reviewing on the site 
they purchased the book, and being more subject to this type of normative influence 
which discourages them from posting a review at all. The current study did identify that 
a perceived redundancy of adding another rating that largely agreed with the norm was 
likely to put off the non-committal casual reviewer, which clearly differs from the 
"consumer feedback case" where instead of being seen as redundant, it was probably 
seen as a confirmation of the aggregate (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006).  

Although few people said they directly address specific comments or criticisms, the 
much higher percentage of review writers who do tend to write longer, more nuanced 
reviews explaining their own position when their opinion diverges from either the 
aggregate review mean or their social circle opinion, tends to support previous research 
conclusions that reviews do indirectly influence later reviews (Hu & Li, 2011). Early 
adopters in the consumer electronic market notably have different preferences than the 
larger market, and are perhaps the equivalent of early readers for books, who are often 
enthusiastic fans provided review copies by the author, and ARC readers. This 
phenomenon may in fact be responsible for causing this effect inadvertently, by 
inflating initial aggregate ratings and could partly explain why readers tend not to 
directly trust the aggregate ratings at all, preferring to use them as contextual clues as to 
whether to spend time reading the reviews. This implies that recommendation framing 
is quite influential but probably not in the direction one would expect: Normative 
influence in the form of polarised framing tends to create push back in the form of 
another kind of normative influence, argument strength. 

In the context of movies (Yeap et al., 2014) source credibility largely consists of 
professional reviewers. I would argue that a self-curated social circle fulfils the criteria 
for book reviewers, for several reasons. One is that none of the review aggregation sites 
have made the move common to movie aggregators, of providing aggregated editorial 
reviews, so book reviewers have not come to rely on that mechanism to the same extent. 
Another is that although movies are high volume experiential products, like books, they 
are not remotely as high volume as books are. Sites like Metacritic or Rotten Tomatoes 
that fulfil the same purpose for movies as sites like Leafmarks, Bookreads and 
Goodreads do for books, can aggregate 30 or more editorial reviews for even a little 
known movie, and several hundred for a well-known one. Many of these reviewers are 
well known professional names with a consistent track record. However there are many 
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more books to be covered, and even well-known book review sources such as national 
newspapers or commercial services such as Kirkus can review only a tiny fraction of 
them. Specific reviewers do not build a relatable personal professional profile that 
readers can use to judge credibility across the set "all of the books", the way movie 
reviewers can. Prominent members of the self-curated social circle instead fulfil this 
criteria: They review many books, and form for themselves a stable reputation which 
other readers can rely on, even when they don't agree, the same way a movie fan could 
know that if Roger Ebert rated a movie positively, they will probably like it too—or not. 
The reference point is not necessarily that the reviewer has authority, or that the reader 
agrees with their opinion. Instead it is that they have a consistent, stable track record 
that provides point of reference. 

The current study agrees strongly with previous findings that readers do not generally 
use the ratings to cue their decision, but as a determinant if they should read reviews in 
order to make a decision. That is, readers tend to use the aggregate rating as a guide to 
whether reviews are worth reading or not. However there is a measure of distrust of a 
strongly positive rating, which in fact directly discourages any further attention, 
including review reading for a proportion of readers (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Hu & 
Li, 2011). 

Yeap et al. (2014) found that negative ratings have more power than positive ratings. In 
the current study this also occurs but does not completely cover the behaviour. When 
looking at people who make their decision on ratings alone, positive ratings have a 
stronger positive effect than the negative effect of negative ratings. That is, more people 
are encouraged by positive ratings to purchase or read a book than are discouraged from 
purchasing or reading by negative ratings.  

Yet when including those who are use the reviews as well as ratings to decide on 
purchasing and reading, negative ratings discouraged a higher proportion of readers 
from both purchasing and reading reviews, giving them a stronger total effect. This is 
because positive ratings that are perceived as "too high" are considered untrustworthy 
and in fact also discourage a proportion of readers from reading the reviews at all. To 
put it another way, a positive rating leaves more people still considering the decision, 
and of those, many will go on to read reviews in order to decide. A negative rating 
meanwhile leaves less people undecided, but those who have already decided are more 
likely to have already decided in the negative. This is further supported by the 
comments respondents made alluding to mistrust of what appear to be artificially high 
ratings, and fear of shills and biased reviews. In other words, overly positive reviews 
lack source credibility. On the other hand, negative reviews are still considered 
valuable, because the issues the reviewer had may not apply to other readers. This again 
agrees with the theoretical prediction that communities that value diversity of opinion 
use social influence to encourage individuality, rather than stifle it. 

Cheung et al. (2009) provided a useful division of terms between informative and 
normative factors. They found that both normative and informative influences were 
determinants in review acceptance, a finding which the current studies data agrees with. 
That said, informative factors are much easier to see at work, particularly the effects of 
source credibility and confirmation of prior belief. Readers largely self-select a social 
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circle they can trust, even if they don't always agree with it: The credibility of the source 
is more important to them than the content of the message.  

The current study once again strongly agrees with the conclusion that consumers do not 
blindly follow the recommendations of aggregate ratings, but are persuaded by opinions 
within the reviews. In addition, when they perceive they are writing reviews that could 
be considered conflicting, they spend more time making stronger, better supported 
arguments for their opinions. This is the producer perspective on the finding that exactly 
these strong and well supported opinions are the most persuasive, because they are the 
most credible (Cheung et al., 2009; Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006).  

Looking at the results in terms of Dual Process Communication Theory (Deutsch & 
Gerard, 1955), as framed in terms of the determinant factors as defined by Cheung et al. 
(2009), the current study agrees with most of the conclusions of the latter.  

Cheung et al. (2009) found that normative influences in the form of recommendation 
rating were influential, and although the current study did not directly measure this, it is 
clear that the more dedicated and prolific reviewers are, the more they are open to 
commentary and discussion on their reviews, even though they are very unlikely to alter 
them post-hoc. This implies that these reviewers are also on some level aware that 
engagement enhances their own normative influence in the form of rating 
recommendation, as well as their informational influence in the form of source 
credibility in the community. 

Informational determinants 

Source credibility: Most users choose to see their self-selected credible sources in the 
form of their social circle first at the top of the page, or accept the default presentation, 
which for most sites, is the same. They may explicitly self-select those who write well-
reasoned and interesting reviews, even if they know they may disagree on matters of 
style and taste. 

Recommendation Framing: Indirectly influential, most users claim to not be directly 
swayed by aggregate ratings, but rather by the content of reviews. Additionally negative 
framings are more directly influential, influencing more readers to decide against 
reading a book at all, positive framings are indirectly influential, influencing more 
readers to continue on to reading reviews before deciding. 

Recommendation sidedness: Does not appear to be relevant in the case of individual 
reviews, but was not measured directly in the current study. It is however indirectly 
influential in the case of aggregate ratings.  

Source credibility: This appears to be a very strong determinant in deciding which 
reviews to read at all. Furthermore review producers seem aware of its importance, and 
take steps to enhance their own credibility, by producing stronger arguments in 
situations where this is valuable such as when posting divergent or conflicting opinions. 

Confirmation with prior belief: From a review producer perspective, this is influential in 
the sense that reviewers are strongly attached to their own opinion even after seeing 
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divergent reviews, and they are willing to spend more time and effort enhancing their 
own argument strength in order to enhance their own source credibility.  

Normative Determinants 

Recommendation consistency: In the current study, this does not appear to be a strong 
influence on decisions, but it does, similarly to source credibility and confirmation with 
prior belief, indirectly influence the content of review producers. 

Recommendation rating: Not measured directly in this study. However, there is a 
clearly positive relationship between the most prolific producers of reviews and being 
open to engagement with the community in the form of comments on reviews. Once 
again this seems to show that review producers are at some level aware of the value of 
their own source credibility, and that this increased engagement is likely to enhance it. 

Finally, in relation to the Dual Process Theory, the findings support Deutsch and 
Gerard’s statement on individuality and how group normative influences can be used to 
encourage it, rather than stifle it. Book reviewers as a group appear to value and 
encourage the breadth of their own opinions, and are generally not discouraged from 
diverging from the group norms, or discussing their own conclusions with others. 
Despite clearly being subject to normative social influences, these influences tend to 
direct whether, where, and in how much depth they write reviews, rather than directly 
influencing the content of the reviews either negatively or positively. 

Suggestions for future research 
There is very little literature covering the producer aspect of reviews, and the processes 
at work are not well understood. While the current study did find some implications as 
to the low level of participation for book reviews compared other forms of online 
consumer feedback, more research is needed in this area. As well as investigating ways 
to increase participation, it would be worth investigating if in fact more volume would 
enhance or detract from the value of the content. 

Movie reviews are the most similar product ecosystem to book reviewing, movie review 
sites use authoritative figures in the form of professional reviews, to provide credibility. 
While users of book review sites satisfy the credibility issue by choosing their own set 
of credible sources where possible. This would be interesting to research further, for 
instance, would providing professional reviews reduce the reliance on the social circle, 
or would the two function alongside each other, providing different kinds of credibility, 
and would the presence of professional reviews provide a further normative influence 
on those producing reviews?  

There are few experimental studies in the area of consumer reviews, probably due to the 
difficulty of designing one that reflects the true behaviour of the producers of reviews, 
rather than their influence on consumer behaviour. More research in this direction 
would be valuable.  

Another area that could bear more research is in discoverability. For many products 
there are only a few reasonable choices, such as the current models in your price range 
for mobile phones, or current models of TV in the size and price range you are 
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interested in. By comparison thousands of books are published every day. The current 
study asked about the effect of social influence on books the reader was already 
interested in, as does much of the previous research. There is anecdotal evidence 
suggesting that eWOM is also a strong factor in how people discover books in the first 
place, particularly on social sites such as those where this study was performed, and this 
is an area with ample room for future research. 

Finally the cataloguing or hobbyist reviewer aspect and how it affects the dynamic of 
review production appears to be an area worthy of future research, as it does not seem to 
have been included in previous research at all. 

Conclusion 
Despite qualitative differences between book reviews as a subset and online reviews as 
a whole, there appears to be sufficient evidence that in relation to normative and 
informational influence book reviewers tend to behave in line with the larger set of 
online reviewers and with Dual Process Communication Theory, proving this a useful 
framework to investigate book reviewing from. While still subject to both informational 
and normative social influences, the nature of the book reviewing community accepts 
diversity of opinion and uses social influence to encourage and support individuality 
rather than conformity. 

A major finding is that aggregate ratings have only an indirect influence on most readers 
of reviews at these sites, and are used as a cue to decide if more time is warranted 
reading actual text reviews, rather than directly determining purchase behaviour.  

Another major finding is that the phenomenon of cataloguing, which is not present in 
many other product ecosystems, is highly influential in the process of producing 
reviews. This phenomenon again distinguishes book reviews from many other product 
categories.  
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Appendix 1: Survey Instrument 

1. Gender 

2. Age 

3. How many books do you estimate you read a year? 

4. What kind of books do you read? (multiple selection: e-books, printed books, audiobooks) 

5. Where do you get most of your books from? (Purchases, Borrowed, Free Retail books, 
Advanced Readers Copies) 

6. Do you know your all time overall average rating for books? 

7. What kind of reviewer are you? (Reviews books they liked, reviews every book read, only 
reviews selected books that struck a nerve, only reviews books they didn't like, casual 
reviewer who writes if in the mood, does not review) 

8. Do you catalogue or record your reading habits? (yes/no) 

9. Are you an author? (yes/no) 

10. At which point in the process do you read reviews (when looking for something to read, 
when looking for something to purchase, after reading a book, after writing own review, 
while writing own review, just browse with no purpose in mind) 

11. Do positive ratings make you more likely to read or purchase a book (5 point Likert like 
scale, 1=no, 5=yes) 

12. Do negative ratings make you less likely to read a book (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = no, 
5=yes, reversed for analysis) 

13. If a book is rated positively, do you read reviews to find out what exactly people liked (5 
point Likert like scale, 1 = Less likely to read reviews, 5 = More likely to read reviews) 

14. If a book is rated negatively do you read reviews to find out exactly what people disliked 
about it? (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = Less likely to read reviews, 5 = More likely to read 
reviews) 

15. When you look at a book page, which reviews do you look at first? (Highest ratings, 
lowest ratings, neutral ratings, oldest, newest, the order the site presents them in, social 
network first, no order) 

16. When you are interested in a book, but the average rating is only average (3) Are you 
more or less likely to purchase or borrow a book than before looking at ratings? (5 point 
Likert like scale, 1 = less likely, 5 = more likely) 

17. When you are interested in a book, but the average rating is only average (3) do you read 
reviews to find out what people liked or disliked about it?  (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = 
less likely, 5 = more likely) 

18. When you are interested in a book, but the average rating is only average (3) do you read 
reviews to find out what people liked or disliked about it? (5 point likert like scale, 1 =  
Reviews with lower ratings, 5 = Reviews with higher ratings) 

19. You are interested in a book with a high average rating, but your social circle rated it 
poorly: Are you more or less likely to purchase or borrow the book than before you 
looked at the ratings? (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = Less Likely, 5 = More Likely) 

20. You are interested in a book with a high average rating, but your social circle rated it 
poorly, do you read reviews to find out what people liked or disliked about it? (5 point 
Likert like scale, 1 = Less Likely, 5 = More Likely) 
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21. You are interested in a book with a high average rating, but your social circle rated it 
poorly (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = Reviews with lower ratings, 5 = Reviews with higher 
ratings) 

22. You read a book with a very high average rating, but your social circle rated it poorly. 
You however liked it a lot. Does this alter your review? (Yes/no) 

23. You read a book with a very high average rating, but your social circle rated it poorly. 
You however liked it a lot. I would rate it: (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = Lower than my 
original rating, 5 = Higher than my original rating) 

24. You read a book with a very low average rating, but your social circle rated it quite well. 
You thought it was just average. Does this alter your review? (Yes/no) 

25. You read a book with a very low average rating, but your social circle rated it quite well. 
You thought it was just average. You would rate it: (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = Lower 
than my original rating, 5 = Higher than my original rating) 

26. Do other reviews influence if you write a review of your own? When your opinion differs 
greatly from the common opinion, for instance a book with an average 4.8 rating, but you 
would only rate it 2. (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = I am much less likely to post my 
review, 5 = I am much more likely to post my review) 

27. When a book already has a lot of reviews that mostly agree with yours, for instance you 
would rate a book 4, and it already has several hundred reviews and an average rating of 
4.1: (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = I am much less likely to post my review, 5 = I am much 
more likely to post my review) 

28. Do you ever address specific criticisms or comments from other reviews? (5 point Likert 
like scale, 1 = Almost Never, 5 = Quite Often) 

29. How do you feel about comments on your reviews? (5 point Likert like scale, 1 = I don't 
like to get comments on my reviews, 5 = I really enjoy getting comments on my reviews) 

30. Have you ever modified a review based on discussion about it? (Removed one entirely, 
modified negatively, modified positively, no) 

31. Free text comment area.  

 


