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ABSTRACT

Online customer reviews have become an important source of information for consumers evaluating products

and services. Yet a numerical rating alone does not explain why one review persuades a potential buyer

while another is ignored. This conceptual paper examines how review characteristics may influence

consumer trust and purchase decisions in digital commerce. The study synthesises research concerning

electronic word-of-mouth, online review credibility, review valence, review volume, reviewer characteristics

and perceived risk. Based on this synthesis, the paper proposes a Consumer Review Influence Framework

connecting five review-level signals-rating, textual detail, recency, reviewer credibility and consistency-to

two psychological mechanisms: perceived trust and perceived risk. These mechanisms are proposed to

influence purchase intention and, subsequently, the likelihood of post-purchase engagement. The framework

also recognises that consumers do not interpret reviews in isolation; product involvement, prior familiarity,

price sensitivity and platform context can alter their responses. Rather than presenting fabricated survey

findings, the paper develops testable propositions and a practical research model for future empirical studies.

The framework may help researchers and digital businesses understand why review ecosystems require more

than aggregate star ratings and why trustworthy review information can be treated as a component of digital

consumer decision-making.

Keywords: online reviews; consumer trust; electronic word-of-mouth; purchase intention; perceived risk; e-

commerce; review credibility; digital consumer behaviour

Introduction

Digital commerce has changed how consumers evaluate products before purchase. In a physical store,

consumers can inspect a product, ask questions and observe the seller directly. Online environments remove
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many of these immediate signals, creating greater dependence on information supplied by platforms, sellers and

previous customers. Customer reviews partly fill this information gap by providing experiences from people

who have already interacted with the product or service.

The influence of reviews, however, is more complex than the average star rating displayed beside a product.

Two products may have identical numerical ratings while producing very different perceptions because one has

detailed, recent and credible comments whereas the other contains short, repetitive or apparently unreliable

statements. This distinction makes review interpretation a useful area of consumer-behaviour research.

Electronic word-of-mouth research has established that consumer-generated information can affect attitudes,

perceived usefulness and purchase-related decisions. Review credibility, review quantity, valence and

diagnosticity have each been examined in different contexts. The continuing expansion of online marketplaces

makes it valuable to integrate these factors into a practical framework that explains how review information

may translate into trust and purchase intention.

This paper therefore asks how different characteristics of online customer reviews jointly influence consumer

trust and perceived risk, and how those perceptions may shape purchase intention. The paper is conceptual and

does not claim original empirical measurements.

Research Problem

Many online platforms reduce review information to a visible average rating. Such aggregation is convenient,

but it can conceal meaningful differences in review quality and interpretation. Consumers may encounter large

numbers of reviews, contradictory experiences, incentivised content, outdated comments or reviews that

describe a different version of the product. The research problem is therefore not simply whether reviews

influence consumers, but which review signals make information more credible and decision-relevant.

Research Objectives

To identify the review characteristics most relevant to consumer trust and perceived risk.

To examine conceptually how review credibility may affect purchase intention.

To integrate review-level and consumer-level factors into a single conceptual framework.

To develop propositions that can be tested through future empirical research.

To derive practical implications for e-commerce platforms and online sellers.

Research Questions

RQ1: How do rating, review detail, recency, reviewer credibility and review consistency influence perceived

trust?

RQ2: How does perceived risk mediate the relationship between online review information and purchase

intention?
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RQ3: Under what conditions are consumers likely to rely more heavily on textual reviews than aggregate

ratings?

RQ4: How can online platforms encourage review environments that provide more decision-useful

information?

Methodology

The study adopts a conceptual literature-synthesis methodology. Published research on electronic word-of-

mouth, online review credibility, consumer trust, perceived risk and purchase intention was examined to

identify recurring constructs and relationships. Foundational studies were combined with later work on review

usefulness and consumer decision-making. The synthesis was used to construct a conceptual framework and

research propositions. No primary survey, experiment or participant dataset is claimed in this paper;

consequently, the propositions are presented as hypotheses for future empirical validation rather than as

statistically established findings.

Literature Review

Electronic word-of-mouth

Electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) refers broadly to consumer-generated communication about products,

services, brands or experiences in digital environments. Online reviews are a particularly visible form of

eWOM because they are attached directly to purchase contexts. Their value arises partly from reducing

information asymmetry: potential buyers can access experiences that the seller alone cannot provide. Cheung

and Thadani (2012) identified eWOM as an important research stream and highlighted factors affecting its

influence on consumer behaviour.

Review credibility

Consumers are unlikely to treat every review as equally informative. Perceived credibility can depend on the

reviewer's expertise, the specificity of the account, consistency with other evidence and the perceived

authenticity of the message. Filieri (2016) demonstrated that review diagnosticity is related to how consumers

evaluate the usefulness of online reviews. Credibility therefore functions as a bridge between simply seeing a

review and considering it relevant to a decision.

Review valence and volume

Positive and negative reviews can communicate different kinds of information. Extremely positive comments

may increase attraction, while specific negative comments can sometimes appear informative because they

reveal potential limitations. Review volume can also provide a signal of popularity or experience accumulation,

although quantity alone does not guarantee reliability. Consumers may interpret a large review base differently

depending on the distribution and consistency of the comments.

Perceived risk and trust
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Online purchasing involves uncertainty concerning product performance, delivery, seller reliability, payment

and after-sales service. Trust can reduce perceived uncertainty, while perceived risk can discourage purchase.

Kim, Ferrin and Rao (2008) showed the importance of trust and perceived risk in online purchase decision

processes. Reviews may influence both constructs by supplying evidence about other consumers' experiences.

Proposed Consumer Review Influence Framework

The proposed framework treats reviews as a bundle of information signals rather than a single rating. Five

review characteristics feed into two central consumer perceptions - trust and perceived risk - which then

influence purchase intention. Consumer involvement and product familiarity are proposed as contextual

moderators.

Review signal Likely interpretation Proposed mechanism

Rating Overall satisfaction signal Initial expectation formation

Textual detail Evidence and explanation Increases diagnosticity when specific and relevant

Recency Current relevance Reduces uncertainty about present product/service

conditions

Reviewer

credibility

Source reliability Strengthens acceptance of information

Consistency Agreement across

experiences

Reduces perceived information conflict

Conceptual Relationships

Review characteristics to perceived trust: Detailed, current, credible and internally consistent reviews are

proposed to strengthen the consumer's perception that the information environment is reliable.

Review characteristics to perceived risk: Review information that reveals product limitations, delivery

problems or contradictory experiences may increase perceived risk. This is not necessarily undesirable because

accurate risk recognition can improve decision quality.

Trust to purchase intention: Greater confidence in the information environment is expected to reduce

uncertainty and support purchase intention.

Perceived risk to purchase intention: Higher perceived risk is expected to reduce purchase intention when the

consumer perceives the potential loss as important and lacks sufficient assurance.

Consumer involvement as a moderator: For high-involvement purchases, consumers may process detailed

textual evidence more extensively; for routine low-involvement purchases, the numerical rating or a small

number of salient cues may receive greater attention.
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Research Propositions

P1: Perceived review credibility is positively associated with consumer trust in the online purchase

environment.

P2: Review diagnosticity is positively associated with the usefulness consumers assign to textual review

information.

P3: Review recency strengthens the perceived relevance of review information for products or services whose

quality can change over time.

P4: Greater consistency among independent reviews is associated with lower perceived information

uncertainty.

P5: Consumer trust is positively associated with purchase intention.

P6: Perceived risk is negatively associated with purchase intention.

P7: The relationship between textual review characteristics and purchase intention is partially mediated by trust

and perceived risk.

P8: Product involvement moderates the influence of detailed textual reviews on consumer decision-making.

Practical Implications

For e-commerce platforms: Review systems can provide more context than a single aggregate rating. Helpful

features may include verified-purchase indicators where appropriate, review dates, product-version information

and tools that help users identify recurring themes without hiding individual experiences.

For sellers: Businesses should treat negative feedback as information rather than simply as reputation damage.

A transparent response that addresses the underlying issue may provide additional evidence about service

quality and accountability.

For consumers: A sensible review-reading strategy is to examine patterns rather than rely on one exceptionally

positive or negative comment. Attention to detail, recency, consistency and relevance can provide a richer

information base than the star average alone.

For researchers: Future studies can operationalise the proposed constructs and test the framework across

product categories, price levels and consumer experience levels.

Proposed Empirical Study Design for Future Research

A future empirical study could recruit online shoppers and expose them to controlled product pages containing

different combinations of review volume, rating, textual detail, recency and reviewer credibility. Trust,

perceived risk, review usefulness and purchase intention could be measured using established multi-item scales.

Experimental manipulation would allow researchers to examine whether the same rating produces different

responses when the underlying textual evidence changes. A second phase could use real-world review data to
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test whether the relationships generalise beyond controlled scenarios.

Discussion

The framework suggests that review influence should not be treated as a simple positive relationship between

higher ratings and stronger purchase intention. Consumers interpret information through multiple signals. A

high rating accompanied by vague comments may create less confidence than a slightly lower rating supported

by detailed and consistent experiences. In this sense, negative information can sometimes contribute to trust

because it makes the review environment appear less artificially perfect.

The distinction between trust and risk is also important. A consumer may trust a platform's review system while

still perceiving substantial product risk. For example, reliable reviews may reveal that a product frequently fails

under a particular condition. In such a case, better information can reduce uncertainty while simultaneously

increasing perceived risk. This demonstrates why review quality should not be equated automatically with

higher purchase intention.

The framework therefore positions online reviews as an information infrastructure. Their value depends not

only on persuasion but also on whether they help consumers form realistic expectations. This perspective

provides a basis for future research on review authenticity, platform design, consumer literacy and responsible

marketplace communication.

Limitations

This article is conceptual and does not report primary survey or experimental results. The proposed

relationships require empirical testing. Review behaviour may also vary substantially by country, platform,

product category and consumer characteristics. In addition, the rapidly changing design of e-commerce

platforms means that specific review features may evolve over time. Future studies should therefore validate

the framework with both controlled experiments and observational marketplace data.

Conclusion

Online customer reviews are more than supplementary comments attached to products; they form an important

information layer within digital purchasing environments. This paper proposed that rating, textual detail,

recency, reviewer credibility and consistency can shape consumer trust and perceived risk, which in turn may

influence purchase intention. The proposed Consumer Review Influence Framework provides a structured basis

for studying these relationships without assuming that every positive review produces a positive buying

response. Its central argument is that the usefulness of review information depends on credibility, relevance and

diagnostic value rather than on numerical rating alone. Future empirical research can test the propositions

across product categories and consumer groups, helping researchers and platforms understand how review

ecosystems can support more informed digital purchasing decisions.
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