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DEDICATION 

This thesis is dedicated to R&B legend Robert “R.” Kelly, whose smooth and 

inspirational jams served as the soundtrack to many late-night thesis writing sessions. 

“The Storm Is Over Now” 
By R. Kelly 

 
I was in a tunnel, and couldn’t see the light.  

And whenever I looked up, I couldn’t see the sky.  
Sometimes when I’m standing, it seems like I done walked for miles.  

And my heart could be crying, dead in the middle of a smile.  
 

But then I climbed the hill and saw the mountains.  
I hollered help ‘cause I was lost, then I felt a strong wind, 

Heard a small voice, saying: 
 

The storm is over (the storm is over now). 
And I can see the sunshine (somewhere beyond the clouds). 

I feel Heaven, yeah (Heaven is over me) 
Come on and set me free, whoah. 

 
Now in the mist of my battle, all hope was gone. 
Downtown in a rushed crowd, I felt all alone. 

And every now and then, I felt like I would lose my mind. 
I’ve been racing for years, but still no finish line. 

 
But then I climbed the hill and saw the mountains.  

I hollered help ‘cause I was lost, then I felt a strong wind, 
Heard a small voice, saying: 

 
The storm is over (the storm is over now). 

And I can see the sunshine (somewhere beyond the clouds). 
I feel Heaven, yeah (Heaven is over me) 

Come on and set me free, whoah.  
 

The storm is over (the storm is over now). 
And I can see the sunshine (somewhere beyond the clouds). 

I feel Heaven, yeah (Heaven is over me) 
Come on and set me free. 
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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this 2 X 2, between-subjects experiment is to use the model of 

Information Search Process (ISP) to test the effects of two common message features 

used in electronic word-of-mouth: statistical valence (positive/negative) and narrative 

evidence (vivid/nonvivid). Statistical valence is defined as the positive or negative 

presence of numerical details provided about the satisfaction or dissatisfaction of 

consumers, in this case the number of stars assigned to individual online product 

reviews. For example, one out of five stars would be considered negative statistical 

evidence, and four out of five stars would be considered positive statistical evidence. 

Statistical valence will be operationalized in terms of tone (positive or negative). 

Narrative evidence is defined as opinion statements provided by consumers about 

product experiences. There are two levels of narrative evidence: vivid and nonvivid. 

Vivid is defined as “information that’s emotionally interesting, concrete, and imagery 

provoking, proximate in a sensory, temporal, or spatial way” (Nisbett & Ross, 1980, 

p. 45). The single dependent variable, information search, is defined as a process of 

sense-making, in which an individual is forming a personal point of view and 

actively attempting to find meaning by seeking out various and multiple sources of 

information, both formal and informal (Dervin, 1983; Kuhlthau, 1991). Theoretical 

and practical implications will be discussed. 
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Introduction 

 We live in an age unlike any other, where people are inundated with information 

from more sources than ever before, due in large part to the exponential rise in popularity 

of the Internet. Research shows that the Internet is fundamentally changing the 

relationship between consumers and producers by allowing for the creation and 

dissemination of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) messages. These messages are often 

defined as “positive or negative statements made by potential, actual, or former 

customers about a product or company, which is made readily available to a multitude of 

people and institutions via the Internet (Bezjian-Avery et al., 1998; Henning-Thurau et 

al., 2004, p. 39). Prior to the Internet, promotional messages were created, produced, and 

placed in the major traditional media vehicles (television, radio, newspapers, magazine, 

and out-of-home) by full-service firms or agencies (O’Guinn et al., 2009, p. 42). This 

traditional system of advertising allowed for firms and agencies to have complete control 

over the creative process and message content. In a relatively short period of time, 

however, the Internet has opened up more avenues for engagement through 

communication, and it has also changed the way that consumers search for and process 

promotional information online. For example, the Internet provides the opportunity for 

ordinary Web users to create and share content through their own personal blogs or any 

number of review sites.  

In this Internet age, online product reviews and other eWOM messages have 

emerged as a credible source of information frequently sought out by consumers, with a 

recent Nielsen survey revealing that 92 percent of consumers trust word of mouth and 

peer recommendations over traditional advertising and promotional messages (Nielsen, 
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2012).  Online product reviews in the form of eWOM may take one of two forms: 

narrative or statistical (Hong & Park, 2012). Despite this, the majority of studies on 

eWOM have focused almost exclusively on narrative information provided in the eWOM 

product review. Many websites that enable eWOM use an automated system that allows, 

among other things, statistical information to be automatically provided (such as star-

ratings and total number of reviewers who rated the product). Such information may be 

influential in helping consumers make product decisions, leaving gaps in our 

understanding about the potential influences of statistical information on information 

processing. Additionally, the vast majority of research on eWOM has focused on its 

influence on attitude formation and purchase intentions. In reality, eWOM is but one 

form of promotion (or information) that consumers use in making product decisions. 

Therefore, it is reasonable to examine eWOM’s influences on additional product 

information search. In cases where eWOM information suffices consumers’ curiosity 

about a product, one would expect that information search would cease. In cases where 

curiosity is increased or not sufficed, additional information search may be warranted.     

  The purpose of this 2 X 2, between-subjects experiment is to use the model of 

Information Search Process (ISP) to test the effects of two common message features 

used in electronic word-of-mouth: statistical valence (positive/negative) and narrative 

evidence (vivid/nonvivid). Statistical valence is defined as the positive or negative 

presence of numerical details provided about the satisfaction or dissatisfaction of 

consumers, again in this case the number of stars assigned to individual reviews. For 

example, one out of five stars would be considered negative statistical evidence, and 

four out of five stars would be considered positive statistical evidence. Statistical 
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valence will be operationalized in terms of tone (positive or negative). Narrative 

evidence refers to “the use of case stories or examples to indicate that the conclusion 

offered by the communicator is true” (Allen & Preiss, 1997). In this case, it will be 

examined in terms of opinion statements provided by consumers about product 

experiences. There are two levels of narrative evidence: vivid and nonvivid. Vivid is 

defined as “information that’s emotionally interesting, concrete, and imagery 

provoking, proximate in a sensory, temporal, or spatial way” (Nisbett & Ross, 1980, 

p. 45). The single dependent variable, information search, is defined as a process of 

sense-making, in which an individual is forming a personal point of view and actively 

attempting to find meaning by seeking out various and multiple sources of 

information, both formal and informal (Dervin, 1983; Kuhlthau, 1991). In addition to 

this dependent variable, other related mediating factors will also be accounted for, 

and will be discussed more thoroughly in the Methods section. 

 
Literature Review 

I. Theoretical Framework 

 This study draws on a well-known theoretical framework called the Information 

Search Process (ISP) Model (Kuhlthau, 1991; Wilson, 1996; Ellis, 1993). Most of the 

research in eWOM has focused on information processing, specifically the formatting of 

attitudes and influences of eWOM on purchase intentions. In reality, eWOM is just one 

source of information used during the complex search process. Studies on different 

effects and characteristics of eWOM messages rarely view online product reviews in the 

larger context of how people “actively and constantly construct their view of the world by 

assimilating and accommodating new information with what they already know or have 
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experienced” (Kuhlthau, 1991). Where this study differs from other studies on this topic 

area is in its theoretical assumptions and approach. The goal of this study is to understand 

how different types of information provided in online product reviews affect the larger 

decision-making process of information seeking. As a result, the current study will 

evaluate online product review messages through the theoretical framework of the ISP 

model, which is the logical model to provide a different perspective on eWOM in the 

larger context of information search. Before discussing the specifics and benefits of the 

ISP model, it is first beneficial to differentiate between information seeking behavior and 

information search.  

 Information-Seeking Behavior. Information search research is seen as a sub-set of 

information-seeking behavior research, so it is first necessary to explain this broader 

research topic. Collectively, studies on information-seeking behavior suggest information 

seeking exists within context, and is a linear process consisting of stages and iterative 

activities (Foster, 2003). In other words, these studies focus almost exclusively on the 

physical actions taken by individuals trying to fill a knowledge gap. In the existing 

literature on this topic, information seeking behavior is often defined as the act of 

actively seeking out information to answer a specific query (Wilson, 1997). According to 

Weiler (2004), information-seeking behavior has been studied since the 1950s, with early 

studies focusing specifically on the information-seeking activities of researchers and 

scientists. Information seeking research has only extended to the general population in 

the last 20 years or so (Weiler, 2004). Dr. James Krikelas (1983) developed the first 

model for studying information seeking behavior among the general public, which 

outlined information seeking steps as follows: 1) perceiving a need, 2) searching for 
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information, 3) finding the information, and 4) using the information, which results in 

either satisfaction or dissatisfaction. According to Krikelas (1983), “Information seeking 

begins when someone perceives that the current state of knowledge is less than that 

needed to deal with some issue (or problem). The process ends when that perception no 

longer exists.”  

 Information Search. While research on information-seeking behavior focuses 

almost exclusively on the physical actions taken by individuals, research on information 

search seeks to take into account the user’s deeper sense-making process that shapes their 

information-seeking behavior. Another point of differentiation between information-

seeking behavior research and information-search research is that the latter focuses 

specifically on the interactions between information users and computer-based 

information systems (Timmers & Glass, 2009). Kuhlthau (1991) and others have since 

drawn from these information seeking behavior studies and employed a more holistic 

approach to develop the Information Search Process (ISP) model, which incorporates 

three realms of user activity: 1) actual physical actions taken, 2) affective feelings 

experienced, and 3) cognitive thoughts concerning both process and content.  

 Information Search Process. The Information Search Process (ISP) model is one 

of the most frequently cited works in Library and Information Science, often used to 

examine situations in which individuals are actively involved in seeking out information 

from both formal and informal sources in order to fill existing knowledge gaps. Because 

eWOM messages, specifically online product reviews, have emerged as a convenient and 

valuable source of information sought out by many individuals during the complex 

information seeking process, the ISP model is therefore an appropriate theoretical 
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framework through which to examine these messages. Building off of previous studies on 

information seeking behavior, Kuhlthau (1991) recognizes that a person moves from the 

initial state of information need to the goal state resolution by a series of choices made 

through a complex interplay within the physical, affective and cognitive realms. In a 

2004 presentation by Doctor Carol Collier Kulthau, she outlines the six-stages of ISP in 

more detail: 

• Initiation -- when a person first becomes aware of a lack of knowledge or 

understanding and feelings of uncertainty and apprehension are common.  

• Selection -- when a general area, topic, or problem is identified and initial 

uncertainty often gives way to a brief sense of optimism and a readiness to begin 

the search.  

• Exploration -- when inconsistent, incompatible information is encountered and 

uncertainty, confusion, and doubt frequently increase and people find themselves 

“in the dip” of confidence.  

• Formulation -- when a focused perspective is formed and uncertainty diminishes 

as confidence begins to increase. 

• Collection -- when information pertinent to the focused perspective is gathered 

and uncertainty subsides as interest and involvement deepens.  

• Presentation -- when the search is completed with a new understanding enabling 

the person to explain his or her learning to others or in someway put the learning 

to use (Kulthau, 2004). 

 Although the present study does not intend to test the ISP model directly, it is 

beneficial to draw upon both the ISP model and the information-seeking behavior 
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literature to gain a broader understanding of individuals’ decision-making in reference to 

eWOM and potential challenges in assessing the effectiveness of information retrieval 

from eWOM messages. In doing so, the present study hopes to determine which types of 

evidence, statistical or narrative, are more critical to the user in his or her search for 

meaning through information seeking.  

II. Key Findings and Concepts From the Literature 

 Over time, sizeable bodies of literature have amassed on the topics of persuasion, 

argumentation, and eWOM messages. Several key concepts have emerged that the 

current research will draw upon including statistical evidence and narrative evidence – 

the two independent variables examined. Statistical evidence is conceptualized in terms 

of valence and narrative evidence is conceptualized in terms of vividness.  

 Statistical Evidence. In the preface of his book Statistical Evidence: a Likelihood 

Paradigm, Dr. Richard Royall explains in broad terms how scholars in a variety of 

disciplines use statistics. Rather than paraphrase his definition, here is the quote in its 

entirety: 

 Science looks to statistics for help in interpreting data. Statistics is supposed to 
 provide objective methods for representing scientific data as evidence and for 
 measuring the strength of that evidence. Statistics serves science in other ways as 
 well, contributing to both efficiency and objectivity through theories for the 
 design of experiments and decision-making. But its most important task is to 
 provide objective quantitative alternatives to personal judgments for interpreting 
 the evidence produced by experiments and observational studies (Royall, 2007, p. 
 xii). 
  
Specifically, statistical evidence uses summary information across a large number of 

cases as proof for a conclusion (Allen & Preiss, 1997). Usually, scholars use the term 

statistical evidence when referring to any “quantified descriptions of events, persons, 
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places, or other phenomena” (Church & Wilbanks, 1986, p. 108). In an earlier study, 

Dickson (1982) defines statistical evidence in terms of its components, considering 

statistical evidence to include rates, frequencies, proportions, percentages, probabilities, 

averages, medians, or other statistical parameters. In the context of online product 

reviews, two main statistical parameters that are often present are star ratings and number 

of reviewers. The current research focuses exclusively on star ratings assigned to 

individual reviews. 

 Valence. The overwhelming majority of studies on the topic of eWOM messages 

focus on explaining the effect of valence, or the impact that extremity in tone of product 

reviews has on consumer attitudes (Lee et. al, 2009). The belief behind measuring 

valence is that positive opinions will encourage other consumers to adopt a product, 

while negative opinions will have the adverse effect (Dellarocas et al., 2007). In almost 

all studies that look at valence and consumer attitudes, valence refers to the positive or 

negative nature of evaluative statements contained in eWOM messages. Because both 

strong negative and strong positive evaluative statements can influence consumer 

attitudes, the current body of research on this topic has produced mixed results.  

 Research has been done in the disciplines of social science and political science, 

and results have shown that individuals often rely on heuristics or information shortcuts 

when making decisions (McDermott, 2005; Schneider et al, 1999; Althaus, 1998). 

Although these studies don’t directly address eWOM messages, the general principle is 

that when individuals are ill informed about a political candidate, social issue, or any 

topic they must make a decision regarding, they compensate for this lack of knowledge 

by relying on heuristic shortcuts (Althaus, 1998). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume 
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that individuals’ purchase behavior is influenced by the same or similar shortcuts when 

trying to fill a knowledge gap about a product they are interested in. In the context of 

eWOM and online product review messages, one such shortcut could be the star ratings 

of the review. With this in mind, and in order to gain further insights into the influence of 

valence on individuals’ perceptions of statistical evidence, the present study seeks to test 

the following hypothesis:  

H1: The presence of negative statistical evidence (low star ratings) in an online 

product review will encourage additional information search and the presence of 

positive statistical evidence (high star ratings) will discourage additional information 

search. 

 Narrative Evidence. While statistical evidence is entirely quantitative, narrative 

evidence generally refers to the use of case stories or examples to indicate that the 

conclusions offered by the communicator are true (Allen & Preiss, 1997). Sometimes 

referred to as anecdotal, report, or story evidence, narrative evidence is a message that 

presents information in a personal format (Church & Wilbanks, 1986, p. 108). According 

to Reinard (1988), narrative evidence includes testimonial assertions, or judgments and 

opinions from others, and detailed description and information about an instance or event. 

Lastly, building off of the aforementioned definitions, Greene & Brinn (2003) defined 

narrative evidence as “focusing on elaborating on the example of an event by providing 

appealing details about the characters and plot.” In the case of online product reviews, 

there is also often a temporal retelling of an event or events.  

 Vividness. In the existing literature, vividness is defined as “information that’s 

emotionally interesting, concrete, and imagery provoking, proximate in a sensory, 
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temporal, or spatial way (Nisbett & Ross, 1980, p. 45). In what is widely considered one 

of the most important works in this topic area, Baesler and Burgoon (1994) determined 

that the manipulation of narrative and statistical evidence is often confounded with 

another factor they called the vividness of the evidence. Because narrative evidence 

usually presents a story or anecdote to support a claim, and an anecdote is easier to 

imagine than hard, quantitative data, scholars believe a vivid argument would be more 

convincing than a dull and uninteresting one (Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Baesler & Burgoon, 

1994). With this idea in mind, Baesler and Burgoon (1994) sought to control for 

vividness to see if imagineability played a significant role in bolstering beliefs about 

persuasiveness and argument quality.  

 Prior to Baesler and Burgoon’s (1994) landmark study, other scholars had 

conducted research on evidence type and reported mixed results. For example, 13 studies 

found that narrative evidence was more persuasive than statistical evidence in bolstering 

beliefs in an argument claim (Bar-Hillel, 1975; Borgida & Nisbett, 1977; Carroll, 1977; 

Ginosar & Trope, 1980; Hamill et al., 1980; Jemott & Taylor, 1979; Kahneman & 

Tversky, 1973; Kazoleas, 1993; Koballa, 1986; Martin & Powers, 1979, 1980; Nisbett & 

Borgida, 1975; Zillmann et al., 1993). Two other studies, however, produced results that 

suggested statistical evidence was more persuasive than narrative evidence (Dickson, 

1982; Wells & Harvey, 1977). Still, four additional studies found no difference between 

the persuasiveness of narrative and statistical evidence, producing results that found both 

evidence types to be equally persuasive (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Nadler, 1983; Reyna et 

al., 1987; Ryland, 1973).  
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 Recognizing major methodological issues with the aforementioned studied, 

namely the fact that the results were most likely confounded due to vividness, Baesler 

and Burgoon (1994) sought to determine the effects of vividness on the persuasiveness of 

narrative and statistical evidence. They hypothesized that the two types of evidence 

should differ in persuasiveness, and that vivid evidence should be more persuasive than 

nonvivid evidence. In their study, Baesler and Burgoon (1994) operationalized vividness 

by manipulating emotiveness, concreteness, and imagery to achieve vivid and nonvivid 

communications messages. After exposing participants to the two different types of 

evidence and controlling for vividness, Baesler and Burgoon (1994) found that statistical 

evidence is more persuasive when bolstered by vividness. Relating this to eWOM, the 

present research hypothesizes that vividness and relatability of information may be 

another shortcut consumers rely on when searching for information about a product they 

don’t know much about. This brief review of the existing literature leads to the following 

hypothesis related to vivid versus non-vivid narrative evidence: 

H2: The presence of vivid narrative evidence in an online product review will 

discourage additional information search and nonvivid narrative evidence will 

encourage additional information search. 

 In each of the above scenarios, the present study assumes evidence perceived as 

conclusive would likely discourage additional information search, while evidence 

perceived as inconclusive would likely encourage a consumer to search for additional 

information before making any type of decision. While the first two sets of hypotheses 

examine the effects of statistical and narrative evidence separately, i.e. main effects 

hypotheses, it is important to recognize that it is possible for a single online product 
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review to contain both types of evidence simultaneously. Therefore, it is also necessary to 

understand how information search is affected by both statistical and narrative evidence 

when examined conjointly.  

 As Baesler and Burgoon (1994) demonstrated, results on the main effects of both 

statistical and narrative evidence on traditional WOM messages differ from results 

measuring the interactive effects of the two types of evidence. For example, they found 

statistical evidence, when combined with vivid narrative evidence, is more persuasive 

than statistical evidence by itself.  Applying this to eWOM, it is believed that the 

presence of both positive star ratings and vivid narrative evidence will significantly 

impact an individual’s perceived need for additional information, most likely 

discouraging this need. Therefore, the third and final hypothesis will examine potential 

interaction effects of the two independent variables – statistical and narrative evidence – 

on the dependent variable, information search, in terms of eWOM messages – in this case 

online product reviews:  

H3: When an online product review contains both vivid narrative evidence and positive 

statistical evidence, it will discourage additional information search, whereas the 

combination of vivid narrative evidence and negative statistical evidence will 

encourage additional information search. 

III. Research Gaps  

 All of the hypotheses tested in this study were developed in order to address 

research gaps in the existing literature. To date, some eWOM studies have found that 

consumers perceive negative messages, in general, to be more persuasive than positive 

ones (e.g.,Arndt, 1967; Laczniak et al., 2001; Mizerski, 1982; Yang and Mai, in press). 
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Other studies conducted on the same topic, however, have yielded rather opposite results 

(e.g., Gershoff et al., 2003; Skowronski and Carlston, 1987, 1989). In light of these 

mixed findings, researchers have called for the examination of additional variables 

(Gershoff et al., 2003). This study recognizes the importance of evaluating the impact of 

valence of eWOM messages, but believes that simply stopping there fails to consider 

other characteristics of these messages that might also have explanatory power. Very few 

eWOM studies consider these messages in the context of the larger process of 

information seeking, and there appears to be a need for research to address these topics 

from a different theoretical perspective. It is with these research gaps in mind that the 

three aforementioned sets of hypotheses were formulated.  

Methods 
I. Design 
 

To test the proposed hypotheses, this study used a 2 (statistical evidence: positive 

vs. negative) X 2 (narrative evidence: vivid vs. nonvivid), between-subjects experimental 

design. Participants who agreed to take part in this study were randomly and evenly 

assigned to one of four conditions (see Table 1). 

Table 1 

Four Experimental Conditions 

 
Condition   Statistical Evidence  Narrative Evidence 
 
        1                         Positive                      Nonvivid 

        2                                                       Positive                                           Vivid 

        3                                                       Negative                                         Nonvivid 

        4                                                       Negative                                         Vivid 
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Individuals randomly assigned to the first condition were subjected to an online product 

review that contains positive statistical evidence and non-vivid narrative evidence. 

Individuals in the second condition saw a positive statistical/vivid narrative evidence 

review, in the third condition they saw a negative statistical/non-vivid narrative evidence 

review, and individuals in the fourth and final condition saw a negative statistical/vivid 

narrative evidence review.  

Power Analysis 

 A power analysis was conducted in order to estimate an approximate sample size 

needed for this design. For a 2 X 2, between-subjects study, the recommended sample 

size is N = 128, or about 30 participants per condition (www.dssresearch.com). 

Sample 

 Although Master’s Theses may traditionally draw upon a convenience sample of 

undergraduate students, the present research proposes to go a different direction. Rather 

than recruit undergraduates from journalism classes, the present research drew upon the 

rather large group of individuals in personal social networks online (i.e., Facebook and 

Twitter). The total number of individuals from which to recruit will result in a total 

possible N of about 800 when you consider the researcher’s friends and followers on both 

social media platforms. This particular sample offers a number of advantages over the 

more “generic” undergraduate student. First, the researcher knows the group of 

individuals and can gain easy access to a large group of potential participants in a 

relatively short period of time. Of course, logistics should not be the only guiding factor 

when selecting a sample of participants.  
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 Second, the individuals in these social networks have familiarity with online 

product reviews, which improves the chances of recruiting an individual who is relevant 

to the study’s purpose. Individuals with no familiarity or experience with eWOM would 

not be eligible to participate in the study. Therefore, drawing on a group known to have 

eWOM experience heightens the opportunity to connect with a relevant group of 

participants. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, drawing on the existing social 

network potentially broadens the demographic represented in the experiment – consisting 

of males and females who are 18 or older and coming from a variety of professional and 

educational backgrounds. This is a potential strength over past studies that draw 

exclusively on undergraduate students. Of course, there is also a potential drawback in 

using an existing social network: there may be a response bias, i.e., “friends” or 

“acquaintances” who respond favorably or unfavorably because they think their response 

will assist the researcher. To help reduce the likelihood of a response bias, the researcher 

encouraged participants to “respond as they typically would in reading online product 

reviews”.  

II. Stimuli 

 Each of the four conditions in this study consisted of one online product review 

followed by a series of questions comprising the instrument. Participants first saw an 

online product review message featuring a product for a fictitious brand. In order to 

control for any brand bias that might exist among participants, this study decided against 

using actual online product reviews and brands. The four fictitious reviews, created 

specifically for this study in order to control for the independent variables of interest, 

were closely based on real reviews to simulate a realistic information-seeking process and 
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enhance external validity. In an attempt to control for any confounding variables and 

control for the independent variables of interest in this study, participants were only 

subjected to the online product review messages (meaning, the online product review was 

not “housed” in a larger context, such as a website). This has the advantage of providing 

a highly controlled environment, thus enhancing internal validity. 

 It was important for participants to be in the proper mindset before being exposed 

to the study’s conditions. Firstly, participants in each condition were introduced to a 

scenario in which they were to imagine they are in the market for a new laptop computer. 

Participants were asked to read the review just as if they would any online review they 

might read in their search of a laptop computer. A laptop computer was selected as the 

product to be featured in the online product review because this is a product that the 

targeted sample uses and would likely search online product information before 

purchasing. Additionally, it was important to select a product that represented a mid-

range price point, as opposed to products that may be higher priced (like a car) or too low 

(like toothpaste). The present study consciously and deliberately steered away from the 

elusive concept of product involvement because involvement is not a variable of interest, 

but a myriad of studies have been done that suggest consumers get more involved and 

invested with some products than others (Martin, 1998). In this research, product 

characteristics like price, emotional attachment, and time commitment are all factors that 

are believed to affect involvement. When choosing a featured product for the online 

product reviews, this study assumed individuals would be more invested in, and therefore 

more deliberate about their information search process for, a laptop computer because of 

the monetary and time investment associated with it.  
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Each review featured user experiences with the Acme 13.5-inch laptop with 

Ocular Display – a fictitious brand and product name. The fictitious brand was selected 

from a series of pre-tested fictional brands from an earlier study (see Rodgers, 2000). The 

brand selected from the current study had bee pretested by Rodgers (2000) and was 

confirmed to be the best brand name to associate with a laptop computer. The brand 

name, from the Rodgers (2000) study, provide to be the least familiar among participants 

with the highest liking and credibility. Therefore, the fictitious brand Acme was adopted 

for the present research.  

The participants were asked to read a single fictitious online product review, 

which varied in valence of statistical evidence and vividness of narrative evidence 

depending on the condition.The actual vividness and star rating of each review were 

determined based on the results of a pretest, which will be explained in more detail 

shortly. Two conditions contained online product review messages with strong positive 

statistical evidence (ie: four and five star ratings out of five), and the other two conditions 

contained online product review messages with strong negative statistical evidence (ie: 

one and two star ratings out of five). 

III. Procedure 

 After viewing the respective online product reviews, participants were asked to 

respond to a series of corresponding statements intended to measure their likelihood of 

pursuing additional information based on the online product review they read. Other 

questions were asked to measure related mediators, explained below. To measure the 

dependent variable and potential mediators, this study drew from a well-established 

information search scale intended for students in higher education. It was re-worded so 
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that it was appropriate for eWOM messages and a broader audience than just students 

(since the current sample was comprised of both students and non-students). In 2009, 

Timmers and Glas sought to develop a reliable and valid measurement for information-

seeking behavior. Although their population of interest was Dutch undergraduate 

students, Timmers and Glas (2009) acknowledge that their questionnaire can be adapted 

to apply to other research contexts. The full questionnaire will be outlined later in the 

Methods section.   

 Recruitment. Recruitment for participants was done using social media channels, 

namely Facebook and Twitter, and e-mail. Individuals who were 18 years of age or older 

were asked to participate in the study through Facebook messages and Twitter posts. 

Respondents who were willing to participate in the study were randomly assigned to one 

of the four conditions using the randomization function on Qualtrics. This process 

ensured that an equal or similar number of participants was assigned to each of the four 

possible conditions.  

IV. Independent Variables 

 There were two independent variables of interest in this study. The first 

independent variable was statistical evidence, which was operationalized as the positive 

or negative presence of numerical details provided about the satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction of consumers. When referring to online product reviews, statistical 

evidence referred to the number of stars assigned to each individual review. In this study, 

statistical evidence had two levels – negative and positive – and each of these levels was 

examined in terms of its influence on information search. Again, in terms of online 
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product reviews, one out of five stars would be considered very negative statistical 

evidence, and five out of five stars would be considered very positive statistical evidence.  

The second independent variable being tested in this study was narrative 

evidence, which was operationalized as opinion statements provided by consumers about 

product experiences. Narrative evidence had two levels: vivid and non-vivid. Vivid was 

defined as “information that’s emotionally interesting, concrete, and imagery provoking, 

proximate in a sensory, temporal, or spatial way” (Nisbett & Ross, 1980, p. 45). A pretest 

was conducted (see below) to determine the best use of vivid versus nonvivid terms to be 

included in the online product reviews as part of the stimulus materials. 

V. Dependent Variable 

 There was one dependent variable of interest: information search. Information 

search was conceptualized as a process of sense-making, in which an individual is 

forming a personal point of view and actively attempting to find meaning by seeking out 

various and multiple sources of information, both formal and informal (Dervin, 1983; 

Kuhlthau, 1991). Each independent variable was tested to see whether it encouraged or 

discouraged additional information search. The present study used a re-worded version of 

the scale developed Timmers and Glas (2009) to operationalize information search and 

study the relationship between evidence type and information search. The complete scale 

contains 48 items measured on a four–point scale. The present study decided to only 

reference the items related to online information search and exclude scale items that were 

only relevant to students or other information search scenarios.  This study also decided 

to measure DV items on a nine-point scale rather than a four-point scale in an attempt to 

offer participants a wider range of responses and get a more acute feel for the data. 
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Keeping their scale in mind, below is an example of what the DV scale items looked like 

in the present study: 

1. Based on this review, I would probably need to search for more product information 
before making a decision about whether to purchase this product (1 = Strongly Disagree, 
9 = Strongly Agree). 
 
2. Based on this review, I would feel comfortable purchasing this product without 
additional product information (1 = Strongly Disagree, 9 = Strongly Agree) 
 
3. I am satisfied that this review provided me with nearly all of the information I would 
need to make a decision about whether to purchase this product (1 = Strongly Disagree, 
9 = Strongly Agree)  
 
4. I would probably need to consult with other sources of information to learn more 
about this product before I would buy it (1 = Strongly Disagree, 9 = Strongly Agree) 
 
 Mediating Variables. Although this study’s primary interest is on one dependent 

variable, information search, it seemed prudent to consider several mediating variables 

that were logical extensions of the dependent variable and provided the researcher with a 

potentially better understanding of the influence of narrative evidence and statistical 

evidence on the dependent variable. In addition to asking participants to rate how likely 

they would be to continue their search for information, they were also asked to rate 

several items that served as potential mediating variables, including: 1) how satisfied they 

were with the review, 2) how credible they felt the review was, 3) how accurate they felt 

the review was, and 4) how pleasant they thought the review was.  

 To measure the mediating variables, this study drew upon two existing marketing 

scales: Bruner’s (1995, 1998) scale measuring attitude toward the ad and Kukar-Kinney 

and Walters’ (2003) scale measuring feelings towards advertisements related to 

believability. Borrowing elements from both scales, and changing them from seven-point 
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to nine-point scales to keep consistency within this study, questions intended to measure 

these mediating variables were provided to participants as follows: 

I. Please indicate the extent to which you found the online product review you just read 

was believable (1= Not At All Believable, 9 = Very Believable) 

II. Please indicate the extent to which you found the online product review you just read 

was credible (1 = Not At All Credible, 9 = Very Credible) 

III. Please indicate the extent to which you found the online product review you just read 

to be likeable (1 = Not At All Likeable, 9 = Very Likeable) 

IV. Please indicate the extent to which you found the online product review you just read 

to be accurate (1 = Not At All Accurate, 9 = Very Accurate) 

V. Please indicate the extent to which you found the online product review you just read 

to be satisfying (1= Not At All Satisfying, 9 = Very Satisfying) 

VI. Demographics 

 There was only one demographic restriction for the sample of this study: 

individuals who wished to participate had to be considered a legal adult, which means 

they had to be at least 18 years of age, for IRB purposes. On the first page of the survey, 

participants were asked to confirm that they were at least 18 years of age before they 

could continue with the survey. Additional demographics included: gender, income, 

ethnicity, and education level – used for categorization purposes. 

VII. Manipulation Check 

 As part of the instrument, a manipulation check was included to ensure that the 

IVs (statistical and narrative evidence) of interest had the intended effect. To date, there 

is no manipulation check for statistical evidence in terms of eWOM messages, so this 
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study proposed the following question to participants in all four conditions regarding 

their recognition of positive/negative statistical evidence, measured on a nine-point scale: 

I. Based on the star rating of the review you just saw, indicate the extent to which you felt 

the review was positive or negative: 

Positive                                                                                   Negative 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
       

 To conduct a manipulation test for vividness of narrative evidence, this study 

drew on and simplified a rather complex manipulation check used by Baesler and 

Burgoon (1994). In their landmark study, all subjects were asked to rate nine contrasting 

pairs of vivid versus nonvivid message arguments on a nine-point scale. Level of 

vividness (low/high) was manipulated in terms of imagistic phrases (ie: “negatively tinted 

glasses” as opposed to “negative situation”), imagistic verbs (ie: “fistfights “ as opposed 

to “the use of force”), and specific information (ie: “a D or F grade” as opposed to “a low 

grade”). Because their manipulation check is complex and does not specifically relate to 

eWOM, the present research simplified and modified this manipulation check. In the 

present study, subjects were provided with a definition of vividness and then asked to rate 

a set of contrasting bipolar adjectives based on how vivid they perceived these adjectives 

were on a nine-point scale. This was done as part of the pre-test to ensure that selection of 

adjectives in the narrative evidence manipulation contained a wide enough variation so 

that a detection of vivid versus nonvivid opinions was evidenced. Results from the pretest 

are presented next. 

 

 



EVIDENCE'TYPE'AND'INFORMATION'SEARCH'

' 23'

VIII. Pretest 

Pretest 

 A pretest was conducted prior to implementation of the survey to ensure that the 

stimuli accurately addressed the variables of interest in this study. The pretest sample was 

recruited from Journalism classes and the results were gathered by Qualtrics and analyzed 

using SPSS. The full pretest, complete with manipulation checks for all variables, was 

measured on a 9-point scale, with 1 = the extreme negative response and 9 = the extreme 

positive response (see Appendix for full pretest wording and format). 

 
Results 

 
I. Pretest 
 
 To determine the kind of language and star ratings used in the actual online 

product review messages for the final stimuli, a pretest was administered to a small 

sample of 28 undergraduate students at a large Midwestern University. In the first portion 

of the pretest, students were provided with a definition of vividness and asked to rate a 

series of adjective pairs of words on a nine-point scale based on their perceived 

vividness, where 1 = not vivid at all and 9 =  very vivid. SPSS was used to determine the 

average vividness scores for each of the adjectives in the pretest, and the adjectives with 

the highest average vividness scores were used to create online product review messages 

for the two conditions manipulating vivid narrative evidence. Conversely, the adjectives 

with the lowest average vividness scores were used to create online product review 

messages for the two conditions manipulating nonvivid narrative evidence (see Table 2). 

Table 2 
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 Average Vividness Scores 

 
Adjective   Average Vividness Score 
 
Stunning                 6.28 
 
Horrendous                 6.22 
   
Cumbersome                                            6.00 
 
Ludicrous                 5.61 
 
Elegant                  5.50 
 
Lackluster                                                  5.11 
 
Tremendous                 5.00 
 
Dismal     4.88 
 
Wonderful    4.61 
 
Dull     2.67 
 
Odd     2.44 
 
Heavy     2.22 
 
Cool     2.17 
 
Great     2.06 
 
Poor     1.83 
 
Fine     1.35 
 
Nice     1.24 
 
Bad     0.89 
 
 
 
 The second portion of the pretest was intended to conduct a manipulation check 

of the second independent variable, statistical evidence (negative/positive). As a result, 

pretest participants were asked to imagine a scenario in which they are in the market for a 

new laptop computer and then examine the titles and star ratings of four separate online 
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product reviews for the same fictional product  - the ACME 13.5-inch laptop with Ocular 

Display. After seeing the star ratings, pretest participants were asked to determine the 

degree to which they felt the star ratings were positive or negative. One item was 

provided on a nine-point scale with 1 = very negative and 9 = very positive. Results 

showed that almost all of the 20 respondents were able to identify the four and five star 

reviews as positive statistical evidence, with the five-star review receiving an average 

positive score of 6.94 (SD = 2.10) and the four-star review receiving an average positive 

score of 5.28 (SD = 1.85). Additionally, almost all of the 20 respondents were able to 

identify the one- and two-star reviews as negative statistical evidence, with the two-star 

review receiving an average negative score of 1.47 (SD = 1.46) and the one-star review 

receiving an average negative score of 1.36 (SD = 1.87). All four star ratings were used 

in the actual experiment stimuli. 

II. Survey 

 A total of 176 participants completed the final experiment. These participants 

were randomly and evenly assigned to one of the four study’s conditions, where they 

were asked to read an online product review for the same fictitious product and answered 

a series of questions intended to measure the dependent variable, information search, and 

a series of noted mediating variables. Descriptive statistics were calculated using SPSS to 

analyze the demographic data.  

 Descriptive Statistics. Fifty-eight percent (102) of survey participants were female 

and 42 percent (72) were male. The majority of participants (163 or 92.6 percent) were of 

white/non-Hispanic, but several respondents were Hispanic (1.7 percent), Black/African-

American (1.7 percent), and Asian/Pacific Islander (1.7 percent) descents. Four 
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respondents (2.3 percent) marked their ethnicity as “Other”.  Exactly half (50 percent) of 

respondents reported an annual income of at least $75,000 and the bulk of respondents 

were between 30 and 64 years of age (74.5 percent). An additional 38 respondents (21.6 

percent) were 18-29 years of age. Descriptive statistics were also calculated on survey 

items, specifically, the dependent variable and potential mediating variables (Table 3). 

Table 3 

 Descriptive Statistics for Mediating Variables 

 
Question                               N         Range       Minimum       Maximum       Mean       Std. Deviation 
 
Rate: Believability  169            8                 1     9                  5.80              2.242        

Rate: Credibility       168     8          1      9                  5.29              2.273 

Rate:  Likeability                169           8         1     9          4.99              2.003 

Rate: Accuracy                166    8         1                  9          5.21              1.761 

Rate: Satisfaction                 167          8                 1                     9                    4.68  2.140 

 

 Descriptive statistics were also calculated for the questions intended to measure 

this study’s dependent variable, information search (see Table 4).  
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Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics for Information Search 

 
Statement                       N             Range       Minimum        Maximum        Mean      Std. Deviation 
 
Based on this review, I             175              6                  1             7                    6.23             1.257 
would probably need to 
search for additional 
product information 
before making  
decision about whether 
to purchas ethis product. 
 
Based on this review,              174                5                  1             6                    1.85              1.202 
I would feel  
comfortable buying 
this product without 
any additional  
product information. 
 
I am satisfied that                   174             6                   1              7       2.26           1.477 
this review provided 
me with nearly all the 
information needed to 
make a decision about 
whether to purchase 
this product. 
 
I would probably                    175                6         1              7        6.32            1.155 
need to consult 
with other sources 
of information to 
learn more about 
this product before 
I would buy it. 
 
 

 Factor Analysis. An exploratory factor analysis was conducted to reduce the 

larger set of mediating variables into a smaller set of control variables that account for a 

large percentage of the total variance in responses. The original mediating variable set 

consisted of five items that were logical extensions of this study’s dependent variable, 

information search. These five items – believability of the review, credibility of the 
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review, likeability of the review, accuracy of the review, and satisfaction with the review 

– were reduced to two latent variables based on the Eigenvalue, factor loadings and the 

strength of their correlations to each other. The factor analysis revealed that believability, 

likeability, and satisfaction correlated strongly with each other, and these three items 

were subsequently grouped together into a new factor called attitudes. The other two 

mediating items – credibility and accuracy – also correlated strongly with each other and 

were subsequently combined into another new factor called credibility. The results of the 

factor analysis (see Table 4) suggest that the mediating items align in a logical and 

predictable manner, confirming internal structural validity.  

Table 4 

EFA (Rotated Component Matrix) 
 
 
Mediating Variable   Component 1:       Component 2: 
       Attitudes         Credibility 
 
  
Believability           .683           .414 
 
Credibility           .248           .829 
 
Likeability           .920           .150 
 
Accuracy           .152                        .895 
 
Satisfaction           .887          .165 
  

The Eigenvalue of the first factor, attitudes, shows that perceived believability, 

perceived likeability, and perceived satisfaction combined to account for nearly 60 

percent of the variance in responses (57.7 percent). The Eigenvalue of the second factor, 

credibility, shows that credibility and accuracy combined to account for only roughly 20 

percent of the variance in responses (see Table 5).  
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Table 5 

EFA (Total Variance Explained) 

 
                  Initial Eigenvalues                 Extraction Sums of                          Rotation Sums of 
                Squared Loadings                          Squared Loadings 

      
Component    Total    % of      Cumulative   Total      % of       Cumulative      Total     % of        Cumulative 
                                 Variance        %                        Variance         %                         Variance         % 
 
 
*1        2.887     57.79      57.739           2.887    57.739    57.739             2.185     43.697       43.697 
 
*2       1.007     20.133     77.871           1.007    20.133    77.871             1.709      34.175      77.871 
 
3                    .525     10.508      88.380 
 
4                    .359      7.181       95.561 
 
5                    .222      4.439     100.000 
 
 
 
 Cronbach’s Alpha. After the five mediating variables were regrouped according 

to the results of the factor analysis, a Cronbach’s Alpha was run to ensure these 

groupings were adequately reliable (see Figure 6). The Cronbach’s Alpha revealed very 

strong reliability value (.83) among the three mediating variables grouped into the 

attitude factor, and a slightly less strong but still adequate reliability value (.73) between 

the two mediating variables grouped into the credibility factor. 

Table 6 

Cronbach’s Alpha for EFA 

 
Factor    Cronbach’s Alpha  N of Items 

1 (Attitudes)   .83           3 

2 (Credibility)                .73           2 
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 MANOVA. After the descriptive statistics were calculated for the five mediating 

factors and a factor analysis was conducted to create two new latent variables, a 

MANOVA was conducted in order to test the main effects and interaction effects of this 

study’s two independent variables, statistical evidence and narrative evidence. A 

MANOVA was used instead of an ANOVA because the four survey questions intended 

to measure this study’s dependent variable, information search, were grouped into two 

separate variable sets: No additional information needed (two items) and additional 

information needed (two items). Another Cronbach’s Alpha was conducted to determine 

whether these new pairings were reliable (see Table 7). 

Table 7 

Cronbach’s Alpha for DV Groups 

 
Factor     Cronbach’s Alpha  N of Items 

1 (No Additional Info Needed)          .850            2 

2 (Additional Info Needed)          .604                                                    2 

 

 After the reliability of the two new dependent variable groups was confirmed, an 

initial MANOVA was run without including the two mediating factors as covariate 

factors.  

 Hypothesis One. Hypothesis one stated that the presence of negative statistical 

evidence (low star ratings) in an online product review will encourage additional 

information search and the presence of positive statistical evidence (high star ratings) will 

discourage additional information search. A MANOVA without attitudes and credibility 

as covariates revealed an insignificant main effect for valence of statistical evidence on 
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information search, F (2, 169) = 0.007, p > .05, thus hypothesis one was not supported by 

the initial MANOVA. 

 Hypothesis Two. Hypothesis two stated that the presence of vivid narrative 

evidence in an online product review will discourage additional information search and 

nonvivid narrative evidence will encourage additional information search. A MANOVA 

without attitudes and credibility as covariates revealed an insignificant main effect for 

vividness of narrative evidence, F (2, 169) = 0.39, p > .05, thus hypothesis two was not 

supported by the initial MANOVA. 

 Hypothesis Three. Hypothesis three stated when an online product review 

contains both vivid narrative evidence and positive statistical evidence, it will discourage 

additional information search, whereas the combination of vivid narrative evidence and 

negative statistical evidence will encourage additional information search. A MANOVA 

revealed an insignificant interaction effect between valence of statistical information and 

vividness of narrative information, F (2, 169) = 1.62, p > .05, thus hypothesis three was 

not supported by the initial MANOVA. 

Table 8 

Multivariate Tests (MANOVA without Covariates) 

Effect          Value         F        Hyp. df    Error df     Sig.     Partial eta          Noncent             Observed 
                   Squared          Parameter            Power 
 
ValenceStat    
 
Pillai’s             .000         .007       2.00     169.000       .993        .000                .015                     .051 
Trace  
  
Wilks’              1.00        .007        2.00    169.000        .993       .000                 .015                    .051 
Lambda       
 
Hotelling’s      .000       .007         2.00     169.000        .993       .000                .015                     .051 
Trace 
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Roy’s Largest   .000    .007         2.00         169.000       .993       .000              .015                   .051 
Root 
 
Vividness       
 
Pillai’s             .000     .039         2.00         169.000       .962      .000                .078                   .056 
Trace 
  
Wilks’            1.00     .039         2.00         169.000      .962       .000                .078                   .056 
Lambda        
 
Hotelling’s      .000     .039        2.00           169.000     .962       .000                .078                    .056 
Trace 
  
Roy’s Largest  .000   .039        2.00           169.000      .962       .000                 .078                    .056 
Root 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
ValenceStat* 
Vividness 
 
 Pillai’s           .019   1.620       2.00         169.000       .201       .019                 3.240                  .339 
Trace 
 
Wilks’          .981     1.620       2.00         169.000       .201      .019                  3.240                  .339 
Lambda      
 
Hotelling’s    .019   1.620        2.00         169.000       .201      .019                  3.240                  .339 
Trace    
 
Roy’s Largest .019  1.620       2.00         169.000       .201      .019                  3.240                  .339 
Root 

 
 MANOVA with Covariates. After the initial MANOVA without covariates 

revealed insignificant results for all three hypotheses, another MANOVA was run, this 

time with attitudes and credibility as covariates.  

 Hypothesis One. The MANOVA with attitudes and credibility as covariates still 

revealed an insignificant main effect for valence of statistical evidence on information 

search, F (2, 159) = 0.005, p > .05, thus hypothesis one was not supported by this 

MANOVA.  



EVIDENCE'TYPE'AND'INFORMATION'SEARCH'

' 33'

 Hypothesis Two. The MANOVA with attitudes and credibility as covariates 

revealed a close to significant main effect for vividness of narrative evidence on 

information search, F (2, 159) = 2.503, p = .085, partial eta squared = .031, observed 

power = .496. 

 Hypothesis Three. The MANOVA with attitudes and credibility (see Table 9) as 

covariates revealed a significant interaction effect between valence of statistical evidence 

and vividness of narrative evidence on information search, F (2, 159) = 3.455, p < .05, 

partial eta squared = .042, observed power =  .641. Thus, hypothesis three was 

confirmed. Upon further examination, the interaction effect between valence of statistical 

evidence and vividness of narrative evidence was significant for the DV statements 

regarding no need to search for additional information, F (1, 160) = 6.677, p < .05, partial 

eta squared = .04, observed power = .729. This means when an online product review 

contains positive statistical evidence (high star ratings), vivid narrative evidence 

contributed to a low need for additional information search. But when an online product 

review contains negative statistical evidence (low star ratings), vividness has no 

significant effect on need for information search (See Figure 1). 
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Table 9 

Multivariate Tests (MANOVA with Covariates) 

Effect          Value      F        Hyp. df       Error df      Sig.           Partial eta              Noncent           Observed 
                                   Squared                   Parameter          Power 
 
Attitude        
 
Pillai’s      . 239       24.990      2.00     159.000        .000               .239                     49.980               1.000 
Trace 
  
Wilks’       .761       24.990       2.00    159.000         .000               .239                   49.980                1.000 
Lambda       
 
Hotelling’s  314     24.990       2.00    159.000          .000               .239                   49.980                1.000 
Trace 
 
Roy’s Largest .314   24.990    2.00    159.000           .000               .239                   49.980                1.000 
Root 
 
Credibility     
 
Pillai’s           .021     1.712     2.00      159.000          .184               .021                  3.423                  .356 
Trace 
  
Wilks’        .979       1.712     2.00      159.000          .184              .021                   3.423                 .356 
Lambda        
 
Hotelling’s    .022     1.712     2.00      159.000           .184             .021                    3.423                 .356 
Trace   
  
Roy’s Largest  .022  1.712     2.00       159.000          .184             .021                    3.423                  .356 
Root 

 
ValenceStat 
          
Pillai’s            .000     .005     2.00      159.000           .995             .000                   .011                   .051 
Trace 
  
Wilks’          1.000     .005     2.00       159.000           .995            .000                   .011                  .051 
Lambda     
 
Hotelling’s     .000    .005     2.00        159.000           .995            .000                   .011                  .051 
Trace  
 
Roy’s Largest .000  .005      2.00        159.000            .995           .000                   .011                  .051 
Root 
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Vividness 

Pillai’s      .031    2.503      2.00       159.000           .085            .031                5.006                  .496 
Trace 
  
Wilks’      .969     2.503     2.00       159.000            .085           .031                 5.006                  .496 
Lambda        
 
Hotelling’s  .031  2.503     2.00       159.000            .085           .031                 5.006                 .496 
Trace  
 
Roy’s Largest  .031  2.503  2.00      159.000           . 085          .031                 5.006                 .496 
Root 
 
ValenceStat* 
Vividness 
          
Pillai’s           .042    3.455   2.00      159.000            .034        .042                 6.911                  .641 
Trace 
  
Wilks’           .958    3.455   2.00      159.000             .034        .042                 6.911                  .641 
Lambda        
 
Hotelling’s     .043   3.455   2.00      159.000             .034        .042                 6.911                  .641 
Trace  
 
Roy’s Largest  .043  3.455   2.00      159.000            .034        .042                 6.911                 . 641 
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Figure 1 

Statistical*Narrative Interaction for No Additional Information Statements 

 

 

Discussion 

 This study conducted a 2 x 2 between-subjects an experiment to determine 

whether statistical or narrative evidence had a significant impact on information search. 

Specifically, it sought to determine the main effects and interaction effect of these types 

of evidence on information search.  

I. Theoretical Implications. 

 The present study intended to build upon the body of information search research 

and add to the existing literature by applying its principles to eWOM messages. The 
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results of this study are consistent with the findings of Baesler and Burgoon (1994) to 

some degree. Remember, prior to their landmark study, results were mixed regarding the 

impact of statistical evidence and narrative evidence. Like Baesler and Burgoon (1994), 

this study found that the interaction effect of valence of statistical evidence and vividness 

of narrative evidence was far greater than the main effects of these types of evidence 

when examined separately. In other words, this study confirmed that statistical evidence, 

when combined with vivid narrative evidence, is more persuasive than statistical 

evidence by itself.  

 The results of the present study also confirm the benefits of applying a holistic 

approach to understanding how and why individuals search for information. The fact that 

the initial MANOVA without covariates failed to yield any significant results 

demonstrates the importance of understanding how affective feelings play a role in an 

individual’s deeper sense-making component of information search. This study 

demonstrates the significant influenced that perceived attitudes towards the review can 

exert on information search, specifically whether an individual’s need for additional 

search is hindered or helped by an online product review. After controlling for attitudes 

toward the eWOM (i.e., perceived believability of the review, perceived likeability, and 

perceived level of satisfaction with the review), the second MANOVA yielded a 

significant interaction effect between valence of statistical evidence and vividness of 

narrative evidence, again validating the holistic approach outlined in information search 

process models outlined previously in the literature review. 

 Without controlling for attitudes and credibility toward online reviews, valence of 

statistical evidence and vividness of narrative evidence had no significant effect on 
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information search. But when attitudes and credibility were controlled, vividness of 

narrative evidence had a close to significant main effect and the interaction effect of 

valence of statistical evidence and vividness of narrative evidence was significant. In fact, 

attitude toward online reviews had a significant influence on information search, F (2, 

159), = 24.99, p < .001, partial eta squared = .24, observed power = 1.00. This means if 

the consumer’s attitude is positive toward the review, the consumer feels no need to 

search for additional information (r = .525, p < .001).  Likewise, if a consumer feels the 

review is credible, then there is no need to search for additional information (.303, p < 

.001).  

Overall, this suggests that the committee’s inclination to add attitude toward the 

review and credibility of the review was not only important, but was essential to being 

able to isolate the effects of both statistical evidence and narrative evidence on 

information search. What this means theoretically is that it is necessary to conceptualize 

an online product review in terms of a holistic piece of information, i.e., it appears that 

consumers do not process the star rating system separately from the narrative information 

provided. Rather, it seems from these findings that consumers process the two main parts 

of an online product review, i.e., the quantitative star rating and the opinions expressed 

by consumers, in more of a holistic manner. The effects of this process were observed 

only after controlling for attitudes toward online reviews and credibility. What this means 

is that simply having “vivid” narrative in the actual review is not enough to produce a 

significant effect on information search. Rather, we must also know about the attitudes 

that individuals hold toward the overall review and their perceived credibility that seems 

to help explain the effects of these two independent variables. 
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II. Practical Implications 

 In addition to the theoretical implications outlined, the current study has several 

practical implications. First, it appears that the valence of the star rating, whether 

negative (indicated by a “1 out of 5 stars”) or positive (indicated by a “5 out of 5 stars”) 

did not, in itself, prompt consumers to say they would continue or stop the search for 

additional information. This may suggest that earlier studies that have found negative 

effects on information processing as a result of negatively valenced reviews may need to 

consider the eWOM in the broader information search process rather than as an isolated 

piece of information. Products that receive negative reviews did not seem to be in 

jeopardy of hurting consumers’ need for additional information. This is a different 

finding from earlier research in that it suggests there may be no injury to the brand 

resulting from negatively valenced star ratings.  

 Additionally, whether the reviews were written with vivid or not vivid details, did 

not affect whether or not search for additional information was undertaken. The practical 

implication is that advertisers may not need to worry quite so much about highly negative 

or very vivid reviews insofar as additional product search is concerned. However, 

advertisers should be concerned with how the narrative versus statistical evidence is 

presented in online product reviews insofar as attitudes and credibility are concerned. 

Online product reviews that are perceived as lacking credibility can enhance product 

search, suggesting there may be potential benefits to allowing these types of reviews 

online. This is not to suggest that there would not be negative results from allowing such 

reviews – only, that the present research seems to find evidence to suggest that negatively 

valenced star ratings may not be as concerning as previous studies have indicated.  
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III. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

 Sample. One of the main limitations of the present study is how the sample was 

collected. Although the total number of participants exceeded the minimum N needed as 

outlined by the statistical power analysis and the participants were randomly assigned to 

one of the four conditions in the main research survey, it was for all intents and purposes 

a convenience sample taken mostly from individuals who are connected to the principal 

researcher on social media platforms (ie: Facebook and Twitter). As a result, the 

overwhelming majority of participants were between 30 and 64 years of age and almost 

half of the respondents were of white/non-Hispanic descent. A larger and truly random 

sample of individuals might better represent a cross section of society and yield more 

robust results.   

 Additional Brands/Products. In the present study, all participants were subjected 

to online product reviews featuring a fictional laptop computer made by the same 

fictional brand. Future studies on this topic might consider using a wider variety of 

brands and products to see if the brand or type of product has any type of confounding 

influence on information search. Products in different price ranges and reputations of 

different brands could both have an impact on an individual’s perceived need for 

additional product information.  

 Attitudes and Credibility. As the present study demonstrated, attitudes in 

particular have a significant impact on information search. These mediating factors were 

added to the present study as an attempt to round out the data set, but were not researched 

or considered in great detail. Future studies on this topic may wish to more fully address 

the relationship between attitudes towards an online product review and an individual’s 
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perceived need for additional information. Credibility, while not as significant of a 

predictor of information search as attitudes, may also want to be looked at more closely.  

 Income. Although this study asked participants to report their estimate yearly 

income, it did not seek to see if there is any correlation between yearly income and 

information search. Future research may want to see if participants with lower annual 

incomes are more deliberate and extensive in their search for product information. 

Conversely, future research could also hypothesize that individual with higher annual 

incomes (i.e., more money at their disposal) might spend less time searching for product 

information before making a purchase decision. 

Conclusion 

 When examining the information search process in the context of eWOM 

messages, it is important to recognize that online product reviews and other eWOM 

messages are just one of the many sources of information individuals may seek when 

trying to fill a knowledge gap about a product or brand. It is also important to recognize 

that individuals faced with making decisions about a political candidate, social issue, or 

brand often rely on shortcuts to fill this knowledge gap. This study’s findings regarding 

the significant impact of attitudes in predicting information search confirms one of the 

basic premises of information search process models, which is that information search is 

a complex, holistic process that at its core involves a quest to find relevance and 

meaning. Therefore, effective online product reviews that foster positive attitudes, 

whether through statistical information, narrative information, or both, will be most 

effective in discouraging additional information search. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A 

Pretest 

 
Introduction/Consent 

 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in a quick pretest for my graduate thesis 
research study! This should only take a few minutes of your time. By clicking 
“Next” you are agreeing to participate in this survey and confirming that you are 
18 years of age or older. 

 
Part 1: Vividness Instructions 

I need your help rating some adjectives in terms of their vividness. 
 
Vividness is defined as "information that’s emotionally interesting, concrete, and 
imagery provoking, proximate in a sensory, temporal, or spatial way” (Nisbett & 
Ross, 1980). With this definition in mind, please review the following pairs of 
adjectives and answer the corresponding questions related to their perceived 
vividness (1 = Not At All Vivid, 9 = Very Vivid) 
 
I) Wonderful / Cool 
 
II) Dismal / Poor 
 
III) Fine / Tremendous 
 
IV) Lackluster / Dull 
 
V) Nice / Elegant 
 
VI) Horrendous / Bad 
  
VII) Great / Spell-Binding 
 
VIII) Clever / Capable 
 
IX) Odd / Ludicrous 
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Part 2: Scenario Instructions 
 
Scenario: Imagine you want to buy a new LAPTOP so you begin to search online 
for informationabout the best LAPTOPS. In your search, one of the sources you 
decide to consider before making a decision is online product reviews.  
 
An online product review is a review written by another consumer who has tried 
the product you are searching for. You search top websites and come across the 
online product reviews for the ACME 13.5-INCH LAPTOP COMPUTER listed 
below. Please consider the titles and star ratings of the reviews and answer the 
corresponding questions: 
 
I) The first review is titled “Very Satisfied!” and features a star rating of five out 
of five stars. Based on the star rating of the review, please indicate the extent to 
which you felt the review was positive or negative. (1 = Very Negative, 9 = Very 
Positive) 
 
II) The second review is titled “Don’t Fear Change” and features a star rating of 
four out of five stars. Based on the star rating of the review, please indicate the 
extent to which you felt the review was positive or negative? (1 = Very Negative, 
9 = Very Positive) 
 
III) The third review is titled “Not A Fan” and features a star rating of two out of 
five stars. Based on the star rating of the review, please indicate the extent to 
which you felt the review was positive or negative? (1 = Very Negative, 9 = Very 
Positive) 
 
IV) The fourth review is titled “Don’t Be Fooled By the Hype!” and features a 
star rating of one out of five stars. Based on the star rating of the review, please 
indicate the extent to which you felt the review was positive or negative? (1 = 
Very Negative, 9 = Very Positive) 
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Appendix B 
 

Main Survey Consent Form 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by second year 
masters’ student Mike Dellaquila, supervised by Dr. Shelly Rodgers at the 
University of Missouri. The purpose of this study is to better understand how 
different types of evidence provided in online product reviews influence the 
information search process. The results from this study will contribute to our 
knowledge of how online product reviews affect information search, as well as 
help you become more educated when you personally seek out information to fill 
a knowledge gap. 
 
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to view a series of online product 
reviews and answer a few questions about each one you see. The entire study 
should take approximately 15 minutes of your time. Your decision whether to 
participate will not affect your current or future relations with the University of 
Missouri or School of Journalism or the principal researcher. Your participation is 
voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time without affecting those 
relationships. 
 
The product reviews have been created especially for the purposes of this study, 
and are meant to simulate actual reviews for real products that you may have 
come into contact with. Thus, the risks to participating in this study are expected 
to be no greater than those encountered in ordinary, everyday life. 
The benefit is the opportunity to take part in an academic study that examines 
how people find meaning while searching for information to fill a knowledge gap. 
By participating in this study, you will hopefully be able to identify which 
characteristics of online product reviews you find trustworthy and conclusive so 
you can be more efficient when you search for information. 
 
The data from this study will be anonymous. The data you provide will receive a 
code number, so your name will in no way be connected with the responses you 
provide. Your participation will be kept confidential by both the principal 
researcher and his thesis committee. 
 
The principal researcher conducting this study is second year master’s student 
Mike Dellaquila. If you have any questions regarding the study, you may contact 
him (E-mail: mpdg34@mail.missouri.edu or Phone: 314-974-3829) or Dr. Shelly 
Rodgers (E-Mail: srodgers@missouri.edu). If you have any questions or concerns 
regarding the rights of human subject participants, contact MU Campus 
Institutional Review Board located in 483 McReynolds Hall, phone number (573) 
882-9585. By clicking "next", you are confirming that you are at least 18 years of 
age and agreeing to participate in this graduate research study. 
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Appendix C 
 

Main Survey Stimuli: Condition #1 Online Product Review 
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Appendix D 
 

Main Survey Stimuli: Condition #2 Online Product Review 
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Appendix E 
 

Main Survey Stimuli: Condition #3 Online Product Review 
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Appendix F 
 

Main Survey Stimuli: Condition #4 Online Product Review 
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Appendix G 
 

Main Survey Questions 
Part 1: Demographics 

 
I) Indicate your gender: 
 
Male 
Female 
 
II) Indicate your ethnicity: 
 
White/Non-Hispanic 
Hispanic/Latino 
Black/African-American 
Asian/Pacific Islander 
Other 
 
III) Indicate your age range: 
 
18-29 
30-49 
50-64 
65+ 
 
IV) Indicate the highest degree or level of school you have completed (if currently 
enrolled, highest degree received): 
 
Some High School 
High School Graduate (or equivalent, ie: GED) 
Some College 
Associate’s Degree 
Bachelor’s Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Professional/Doctorate Degree 
 
V) Indicate your estimated yearly income: 
 
Less than $25,000 
$25,000-$34,999 
$35,000-$49,999 
$50,000-$74,999 
$75,000+ 
I prefer not to respond 
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Part 2: Scenario 
 

Imagine you want to buy a new LAPTOP so you begin to search online for information 
about the best LAPTOPS. In your search, you decide to read online product reviews 
before making a decision. An online product review is a review written by another 
consumer who has experienced the product you are searching for. 
 
Your search for LAPTOPS brings you to an online product review for the ACME 13.5-
INCH LAPTOP COMPUTER WITH OCULAR DISPLAY. Please read the following 
online product review carefully and answer the corresponding questions to indicate how 
you feel about the LAPTOP reviewed: 

I) Rate the online product review you just read based on these items: 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Not At All        Very 

Believable        Believable 

Credible        Credible 

Likeable        Likeable 

Accurate        Accurate 

Satisfying        Satisfying 

II) Indicate your level of agreement with the following statements: 

A) Based on the review I just read, I would probably need to search for additional 
product information before making a decision about whether to purchase this product. 

B) Based on the review I just read, I would feel comfortable purchasing this product 
without additional product information. 

C) I am satisfied that the review I just read provided me with nearly all the information I 
need to make a decision about purchasing this product. 

D) I would probably need to consult with other sources of information to learn more 
about this product before I would buy it. 

 

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 Strongly Disagree      Strongly Agree 
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