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Abstract The study details why and how product reviews
from consumer opinion platforms affect individual users’
brand buying behavior. Drawing on social theories, the
authors predict that consumers’ perceptions of other
consumers’ product reviews affect brand buying inten-
tions through two intervening variables: product- and
brand-related attitudes. Moreover, the authors investigate
whether these relationships are contingent on user type
(i.e., active posters or passive lurkers). The empirical
results support a multiple mediation framework in which
product- and brand attitudes mediate the effects of con-
sumer product reviews on individual brand buying in-
tentions. In addition, consumer product reviews appear
to more strongly affect the brand-related attitudes of
posters than lurkers. Lurkers, who make up the majority
of opinion platform users, are much less influenced by
the opinions of others than posters. Encouraging varia-
tions in poster- and lurker rates may be an effective
means for companies to manage and control consumer-
to-consumer communication.

Keywords eWOM . Poster . Lurker . Consumer product
reviews

JEL classification D71 . D83 .M31

Introduction

Researchers have devoted increasing attention in recent years
to the expansion and management implications of consumer-
to-consumer communication on the Internet (Bae and Lee
2011; Davis and Khazanchi 2008; Brown et al. 2007; Lee
and Lee 2009). The present research focuses on consumer
opinion platforms, which are online forums that encourage
consumers to provide product reviews. Consumer reviews are
increasingly important because of their capacity to influence
consumers’ buying decisions (Bae and Lee 2011; Chevalier
and Mayzlin 2006; You et al. 2012). Despite their importance
for firms though, consumer opinion platforms are not fully
understood in this respect.

The present study seeks to develop insights into the psy-
chological process of opinion platform users’ attitude forma-
tion and brand buying behavior. Previous research suggests
that electronic word of mouth (eWOM) is accumulated con-
sumer opinion (market level) that informs an individual con-
sumer’s decision-making process (Lee and Lee 2009; Nowak
et al. 1990; Price 1989; Salmon and Oshagan 1990). Hence,
analogous to perceived product information from corporate
sources, consumers perceive other consumers’ product re-
views as a market signal that may affect their brand buying
decisions. Investigations of the effects of perceived attitudes
of others have long been an important concern in social
psychology and public opinion research (Nowak et al. 1990;
Salmon and Oshagan 1990; Price 1989), but no studies have
provided sufficient explanations for why and how perceived
community attitudes toward a product (PCAP), retrieved from
online opinion platforms, inform individual brand prefer-
ences. In addressing this research gap, we draw on the phe-
nomenon of social attitude contagion (Burkhardt 1994;
Howard and Gengler 2001; Leender 2002) and normative
social influences, in line with theory of reasoned action
(Fishbein and Ajzen 1975), as means to understand attitude
formation and brand buying decisions by users of opinion
platforms. Specifically, we predict that PCAP affects an
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individual user’s attitudes toward the product (e.g., iPhone), as
well as her or his attitudes toward the product’s brand (e.g.,
Apple) and then ultimately brand buying intentions (i.e., to
consider Apple products for future purchases). Accordingly,
we hypothesize that the effect of PCAP on brand buying
intentions is mediated by product- and brand-related attitudes.
Hence, one original contribution of the present study relates to
the conceptualization of PCAP as an explanatory variable of
online consumers’ attitude formation and buying behavior.

Previous research suggests that opinion platform users can
be differentiated in terms of posters and lurkers. Posters are
users who regularly post and read comments, while lurkers
mostly (only) read comments without posting (cf., Hsu and
Lin 2008; Nonnecke and Preece 2001). Blanchard and
Markus (2003) refer to posting and lurking as active and
passive participation behaviors, respectively. We draw on this
differentiation of user type and argue that posters and lurkers
differ in their motivational drives to use online opinions
platforms. In particular, we argue that self-presentation mo-
tives are more prevalent for posters, while information gath-
ering motives are more prevalent for lurkers. Based on these
motivational differences we generate hypotheses to explore
user type as a factor that may account for variations in the
strength of the relationships between PCAP and individual
attitudes toward the product and the brand.

The differentiation between posters and lurkers is highly
relevant for practitioners, but has rarely been considered be-
fore (Hsu and Lin 2008). Marketers frequently reward con-
sumers for writing product reviews in an attempt to create
buzz and improve product awareness (e.g., Bae and Lee
2011). However, before doing so, marketers should consider
that the impact of such product reviews on consumers’ buying
behavior varies with the participation role of the user. Hence,
the study’s findings offer guidelines for developing strategies
to effectively manage consumer-to-consumer communication
based on variations in poster- and lurker rates on consumer
opinion platforms.

Electronic word of mouth

Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004, p. 13) define electronic word of
mouth (eWOM) as “any positive or negative statement made
by potential, actual, or former customers about a product or
company, which is made available to a multitude of people
and institutions via the Internet.” Consumers increasingly use
eWOM as an information source that allows them to obtain
extensive opinions about the product (Davis and Khazanchi
2008; Lee and Lee 2009). Studies suggest that consumers
perceive eWOM as more persuasive, more trustworthy, and
more relevant than information from corporate sources (Bae
and Lee 2011; Lee and Youn 2009). Yet eWOM also poses a
threat to companies, because managers have little control over

negative messages or rumors spread by unsatisfied con-
sumers (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001). An important ques-
tion for managers therefore is how consumer reviews
may be used to effectively promote products and the
brand.

Consumers retrieve product reviews mainly to minimize
their decision-making time, reduce perceived risk, and make
better informed buying decisions (Hennig-Thurau and Walsh
2003). Further motives relate to post-purchase involvement;
some consumers read other consumers’ product reviews to
reduce their cognitive dissonance and obtain confirmation for
their choices (Goldsmith and Horowitz 2006). They also
could draw on such reviews to enjoy the social prestige
associated with a product they already possess (Hennig-
Thurau and Walsh 2003). Regarding motives for giving
eWOM, studies suggest that the desire for social interaction
and economic incentives, concern for other consumers, and
the potential to enhance self-worth represent primary drivers
of eWOM behavior (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Schau and
Gilly 2003). Hsu and Lin (2008) show that ease of use,
enjoyment, and knowledge sharing for altruistic and reputa-
tional reasons positively affect attitudes toward using online
information communities. According to these authors,
bloggers blog because they seek social interaction and expect
feedback from others (Hsu and Lin 2008). Similarly, the needs
to be part of a group, be individualistic, be altruistic, and attain
personal enhancement drive consumers to forward online
content to others (Ho and Dempsey 2010; Preece et al.
2004). Taken together, previous research suggests that the
need for group affiliation and the desire to enhance self-
representations are key factors that motivate consumers to
spread eWOM, whereas informational needs primarily drive
eWOM retrieval.

Research model and hypotheses

Although previous investigations enhance understanding of
consumers’ motivations to spread or retrieve eWOM, little is
known about how product information retrieved from con-
sumer opinion platforms affects the product and brand evalu-
ations of individual users. Lee and Lee (2009) show that
variations in average eWOM ratings and variations in the
valence of eWOM moderate the relationships between indi-
vidually perceived product quality, product preference, and
purchasing intentions. Bae and Lee (2011) show that the
credibility of eWOM in the form of consumer product reviews
may depend on both, the source of information (consumer-
versus marketer-developed review sites) and the type of prod-
uct (experience versus search products). The present study
complements this stream of research by focusing on the pro-
cess of individual attitude formation with eWOM as an ante-
cedent of individual attitudes and brand intentions.
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As our conceptual model in Fig. 1 reveals, we assume that
individual product- and brand attitudes mediate the relationship
between PCAP and brand intentions. A mediator variable is
one that transfers the effect of an independent variable (here
PCAP) to a dependent variable (here brand intentions). As
such, a mediator variable explains the process that underlies
the relationship between two variables. In statistical terms, a
mediator variable is characterized by variations in levels of the
independent variable that significantly account for variations in
the mediator- and the dependent variable (Baron and Kenny
1986). Full or complete mediation exists when the independent
variable no longer directly affects the dependent variable when
a mediator variable is considered; partial mediation means that
the independent variable affects the dependent variable both
directly and indirectly (via themediator). Our conceptual model
suggests a multiple mediation framework, meaning that two
mediators (product- and brand attitudes) are at play to
transfer the effect of PCAP on brand intentions. The model
also suggests that user type (lurker versus poster) moderates
the relationship between PCAP and product- and brand
attitudes. A moderator variable is one that influences the
strength of the relationship between two other variables
(Baron and Kenny 1986). Hence, we assume that the
strength between PCAP and the two types of attitudes is
contingent on user type. In order to strengthen the generali-
zability of our model we also account for the potential
influence of two relevant control variables – category in-
volvement and source credibility.

Theoretically, we draw on the social contagion phenome-
non, social identity, cognitive dissonance, as well as the The-
ory of Reasoned Action to generate formal hypotheses about
the relationships displayed in Fig. 1. We discuss the rationales
for the assumedmediated and moderated effects, as well as for
including the control variables subsequently.

Effects of perceived community attitudes

For our first two hypotheses, we turn to prior research that
suggests individual attitudes and behaviors depend on the
social influence of others (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004;
Griskevicius et al. 2008). Several streams of research empha-
size the important role of peer influence (Bearden et al. 1989),
or herd behavior (Liu and Sutanato 2012) which all show
when and how people follow the actions of others. The notion
of peer influences in attitude formation also resonates with
social contagion, a phenomenon that has been largely con-
firmed by social scientific research: attitudes and behaviors
can spread through populations as if they were infectious
(Hatfield et al. 2009; Marsden, 1998). For example, Hatfield
et al. (1994) show that people may automatically mimic and
synchronize behaviors with that of others in an attempt to
converge with them. A study by Salganik et al. (2006) shows
that information about peers’ music preferences (i.e., number
of downloads of a song) shapes individual music preferences
in a way that suggests social attitude contagion. In this sense,
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attitude contagion is the phenomenon by which exposures to
attitudinal messages from others increases the likelihood that
people develop beliefs, assumptions, and attitudes similar to
those of their peers (e.g., Burkhardt 1994; Olson and Fazio
2004; Leender 2002). In the commercial context, studies show
that consumers’ product evaluations can stem from the beliefs
that one person conveys to another (Brown and Reingen
1987). Marsden (1998) calls the implications from the conta-
gion phenomenon “radical”, as it suggests that mere contact
between people is a sufficient condition for the occurrence of
social transmissions which ultimately shape behavior. Hence,
considering the phenomenon of attitude contagion appears as
well highly relevant to explain the commercial value of
eWOM and related management implications (e.g., Howard
and Gengler 2001).

Social comparison processes have been shown at the base
of social contagion effects (Gump and Kulik 1997;
Wrightsman 1960). Hsu and Li (2008, p. 67) draw on social
identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1985) to argue that people
who participate in a social system identify with and assume a
role in it, and “usually behave as expected by other members.”
Similarly, Algesheimer et al. (2005) suggest that online com-
munities exert social pressure on their members, particularly
on those who are more engaged. Such normative community
pressures affect what people think and do in the community.
The notion of social influence as a driver of individual behav-
ior also is prominent in the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein
and Ajzen 1975). This theory specifies that behavioral inten-
tions are functions of two determinants: an individual’s atti-
tude toward the behavior and perception of social pressures,
which Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) call subjective norms. Sub-
jective norms encapsulate the person’s normative beliefs,
which are “concerned with the likelihood that important ref-
erent individuals or groups would approve or disapprove of
performing the behavior” (Ajzen and Madden 1986, p. 455).

Deviation of individual attitudes from the group norm (i.e.,
differences between the individual user’s attitude and PCAP)
may trigger cognitive dissonances because the individual per-
ceives her or his stance as different from that of the reference
group. To avoid such dissonances and achieve a state of cog-
nitive balance, people may reconcile personal attitudes with
perceived community attitudes that serve as the normative
reference for social identification (Bagozzi and Dholakia
2002; Brown et al. 2007). Product-related attitude contagion
therefore may result from dissonance arousal, triggered by a
deviation from the perceived community opinion which serves
as an individual norm. A dissonance-reduction strategy that
opinion platform users may potentially employ is to concur
with the dominant opinion of the community.

In our study context, we capture subjective norms by
PCAP and anticipate that PCAP exerts a normative influence
on opinion platform users and their attitudes. Accordingly, we
assume that PCAP relates positively to individual attitudes

toward the product and brand, but not directly to brand inten-
tions (Fig. 1). Product and brand attitudes in turn should relate
positively to brand intentions, again in line with the theory of
reasoned action, which states that attitudes precede behavioral
intentions (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975). In summary, we theo-
rize that users of opinion platforms derive their product and
brand attitudes through social attitude contagion and norma-
tive pressures, and this effect extends to brand buying inten-
tions, such that individual attitudes mediate the effects of
PCAP on brand intentions.

H1a: Individual attitudes toward a product mediate the effect
of PCAP on brand intentions.

H1b: Individual attitudes toward a brand mediate the effect
of PCAP on brand intentions.

Contingencies of user type

A defining feature of consumer opinion platforms is the com-
munity element. For example, Epinions states that “millions of
reviews from the Epinions community” can help consumers
make better informed choices (www.epinions.com). Similarly,
Review Centre describes itself as a “community of real people,
just like you, sharing their product and service experiences”
(www.reviewcentre.com). Users of these forums can read and
respond to other users’ posts, evaluate other reviews, and
expand discussions on topics that may or may not be related
to the initial issue. Epinions even allows users to evaluate other
reviewers, who can reach the status of a Top Reviewer and
benefit from a greater impact in determining which reviews are
seen by new visitors. Arguably, such spaces provide venues for
social groups or communities to develop and alter social
interactions by allowing consumers to connect, interact, and
improve their self-concept. Bagozzi (2000) notes that some
fundamental characteristics of communities are their shared
attitudes, beliefs, and preferences. Similarly, Kim et al. (2008,
p. 208) state that “when a group of people coalesce into a
community, they develop a unique set of community standards
that reflect their needs, interests, and values.” Bagozzi and
Dholakia (2002) also recognize that the community acts as an
important reference group for individual participants. Similarly,
Brown et al. (2007) argue that an online community can act as a
“social proxy for identification.”

Drawing on this evidence from prior literature we assume
that the attitude formation process in online opinion platforms
differs for posters and lurkers. In particular, previous literature
suggests that posters and lurkers alike join online communities
because they share common interests and want to improve their
understanding of a topic (Preece et al. 2004). Lurkers may not
engage in posting, because their informational needs can be
satisfied without doing so (Preece et al. 2004). In contrast,
posters seek to gratify social-emotional needs; posting gives
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them a way to present themselves, raise their self-image, pro-
mote their status, convince others to believe what they believe,
and enhance their self-concept (Balasubramanian and Mahajan
2001; Heehyoung et al. 2008). Overall, prior literature suggests
that lurking behaviors center more on information gathering,
whereas posting constitutes a self-defining, self-expressive be-
havior. Thus posters may work to project a desired image about
themselves that can be maintained by consistently performing
coherent and complementary behaviors (Schau and Gilly 2003).

Cognitive strategies of dissonance reduction are especially
prominent when dissonance affects self-esteem (Steele 1988).
Tajfel and Turner (1985) note that people derive a perception
of their social identity from their membership in a relevant
social group. In particular posters should work to reduce
dissonance by adapting their attitudes to the opinions of the
community, because of the stronger salience of their group
membership and their greater desire for group affiliation and
self-representation. Bagozzi and Dholakia (2002) argue that
“we-intentions” (i.e., intention to act as an agent of the group
and in concert with other group members) drive active partic-
ipation in virtual communities. That is, as active community
members, posters likely have strong we-intentions and should
tend to adapt their attitudes tomatch community norms, which
enables them to act in concert with other group members.
Lurkers may be less concerned about how the community
thinks about products, because they are less involved in the
community, and their we-intentions may not be particularly
distinctive. Rather, they use the opinion platform mainly to
satisfy their functional goals in terms of gathering informa-
tional needs. User-generated product-review content from
consumer opinion platforms thus should prompt social atti-
tude contagion particularly for posters but to a lesser extent for
lurkers, suggesting a moderating role of user type in the
relationship between PCAP with product- and brand attitudes.

H2a: The effect of perceived group attitudes toward a prod-
uct on individual attitudes toward the product is stron-
ger among posters than among lurkers.

H2b: The effect of perceived group attitudes toward a prod-
uct on individual attitudes toward the brand is stronger
among posters than among lurkers.

Control variables

To strengthen the generalizability of our study’s findings, we
use category involvement and source credibility as control
variables (Fig. 1). Hence, we assume that our model holds
regardless of the potential effects these variables have on
brand intentions. Product category involvement is defined as
the extent to which a product category has personal relevance
for consumers and has been shown to positively influence
consumers’ attitudes toward advertising (Putrevu 2008).

Highly involved consumers are inclined to engage in detailed
information search which results in improved knowledge and
attitude strength, and may in turn lead to improved attitude-
behavior consistency (e.g., Dick and Basu 1994; Petty and
Caciopppo 1981). Hence, category involvement (here in-
volvement with electronic communication products) may ac-
count for variance in brand intentions. Source credibility,
which is the second control variable in our model, designates
one’s perceptions of a communication source’s expertise and
trustworthiness (Brown et al. 2007; Doney and Cannon 1997).
As such, source credibility is frequently seen as an antecedent
of advertising effectiveness (Choi and Rifon 2002). This is
because greater persuasion may result from communication
when the message source is perceived as credible (Hovland
et al. 1953). Hence also source credibility (in our study the
credibility of information retrieved from a consumer opinion
platform) may account for variance in brand intentions.

Method

Measures and data collection

We surveyed users of two popular French consumer opinion
platforms that offer consumer reviews of electronic commu-
nication products (smartphones, tablet PCs, etc.). Consumer
electronics is among the most popular product categories that
consumers purchase online (Nielsen 2010) and therefore pro-
vides an appropriate context for this study. An online ques-
tionnaire with multi-item measures for the constructs of inter-
est was posted on the main pages of these sites, where it
appeared for 4 weeks. Site visitors could volunteer to partic-
ipate in the survey, meaning that the resulting sample is a non-
probability convenience sample. Approximately 20 % of peo-
ple who clicked on the questionnaire link filled the question-
naire subsequently and provided answers in relation to the
latest threat of a consumer product review they read. In our
final sample of 270 opinion platform users, most respondents
(63 %) were men, and (84.4 %) of the respondents were
between 18 and 34 years of age, meaning that the sample is
skewed versus the younger (the detailed age distribution
was: 18–24 years: 37.8 %; 25–34: 46.7 %; 35–49: 12.2 %;
50–64: 3.3 %). Although people older than 34 years are
underrepresented in this sample, the age distribution tends
to reflect social media user statistics that show that the social
media activity is mostly driven by people aged 18–34
(Nielsen 2012).

The measures were borrowed from previous research and
adapted to the context of this study. Despite the constructs and
measures we use stem from established sources and have been
successfully applied in recent consumer research, they have
not been used in relation to consumer opinion platforms and
therefore required adaptations in the wording of the items. No
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explicit measure for PCAP exists in the literature. The items
for this construct were inspired from Shang et al. (2006, p.
401) who measured “perceived attitude toward the brand
contained in the messages within the community,” and from
Salmon and Oshagan (1990), who measured “perceptions of
majority opinion.” Items to measure attitude toward product
came from Batra and Ahtola (1991) and Voss et al. (2003).
The measures for attitude toward the brand stem again from
Batra and Ahtola (1991) and from Chaudhuri and Holbrook
(2001). The measures for brand intentions came from Mac-
Kenzie et al. (1986) (see also Voss et al. 2003). Finally, the
items for the category involvement came from Zaichkowsky
(1985) (see also Spielmann and Richard 2012) and measures
for source credibility were taken from Doney and Cannon
(1997) (see also Rau et al. 2009). The measures underwent
translation/back-translation by two bilingual (English/French)
speakers, with inconsistencies resolved through subsequent
discussions with the authors. The translated and adapted
scales were pretested and refined with data gathered from a
convenience sample of 28 graduate students. All measures
appear in Appendix 1.

We used five-point Likert-type scales (1=“strongly agree”
to 5=“strongly disagree”). We categorized respondents as
lurkers if they stated they had not posted messages on con-
sumer opinion platforms for at least a 3-month period prior to
filling the questionnaire; on the contrary, posters are defined as
users who posted at least one message within this period of
time (Nonnecke and Preece 2001; Preece et al. 2004).

Test of the measurement model

In line with Anderson and Gerbing (1988), we first conducted
a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to evaluate the measure-
ment model. The model fit is good (root mean squared error of
approximation [RMSEA]=0.06; confirmatory fit index
[CFI]=0.97; Tucker-Lewis index [TLI]=0.97, and χ2/df=
1.96), and the chi-square statistic is significant (χ2=203.82;
df=104; p <0.01). All loadings on the hypothesized factors
are large and highly significant (p <0.001) (cf., Appendix 1).
As shown in Table 1, all average variance extracted (AVE)
values are greater than 0.5, and the composite reliabilities (ρ)
for the measured constructs are above the recommended
levels, which suggests convergent validity (Fornell and
Larcker 1981). Moreover, the AVEs for the six constructs
are greater than the squared correlations for all pairs of con-
structs, in support of discriminant validity (Fornell and
Larcker 1981). In Table 1 we report the detailed results
for this assessment, together with the descriptive statistics.
Appendix 2 additionally displays the covariance matrix for
the investigated constructs.

Additionally to the previous assessments we employed
split-half reliability- and validity tests by dividing the sample
randomly into two groups and running the tests again for each

group, with no problems detected. We also used Lindell and
Whitney’s (2001) marker technique to control for common
method bias, with no problems detected.

To test the hypothesized meditational effects of individual
product- and brand attitudes in the relationship between PCAP
and brand intentions, we followed Preacher and Hayes’
(2008) propositions to specify a multiple-mediation model.
Doing so is indicated because the two mediators (product and
brand attitudes) are correlated (Table 1). Preacher and Hayes
(2008) offer procedures that allow for estimating the specific
indirect effect of multiple mediators while simultaneously
controlling for other variables (here: product category in-
volvement and source credibility). To investigate user type
as a moderator variable, we built composites of the model
variables which we used to estimate the model separately for
posters and lurkers. Our results are based on bootstrapping
with 2000 resamples (Table 2).

The model explains a highly significant (p <0.01) portion
of the variance of brand intentions for both groups of respon-
dents, with R2=0.39 for posters and R2=0.40 for lurkers.
None of the control variables was significant in terms of
affecting brand intentions or adding to the explanatory power
to the model. The partial effect of category involvement on
brand intention was 0.09 (n.s.) for posters and 0.00 (n.s.) for
lurkers, and the partial effect of source trustworthiness on
brand intentions was −0.02 (n.s.) for posters and 0.13 (n.s.)
for lurkers. The effects we report in the next section thus
cannot be due to the control variables.

The results in Table 2 reveal that PCAP for posters and
lurkers relates positively to individual attitudes toward the
product (B =0.48 for posters, B =0.34 for lurkers), as well as
to individual attitudes toward the product brands (B =0.59 for
posters, B =0.28 for lurkers). Individual attitudes toward the
product and brand are also positively related to brand intentions
in both samples (Table 2). The basic requirements for mediation
thus are fulfilled, because the assumedmediator variables relate

Table 1 Measurement model results

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

(1) PCAP 0.78

(2) Attitude toward product 0.24 0.74

(3) Attitude toward brand 0.19 0.25 0.76

(4) Brand intention 0.12 0.27 0.37 0.95

(5) Category involvement 0.00 0.08 0.00 0.02 0.81

(6) Source credibility 0.06 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.18 0.68

Composite reliability ρ 0.91 0.90 0.90 0.98 0.93 0.86

Mean 3.55 4.08 3.97 3.87 4.34 4.22

Standard deviation 0.85 0.80 0.88 1.14 0.76 0.67

Values on the main diagonal are average variances extracted; values
below are squared correlations. PCAP perceived community attitude
toward a product
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positively to the independent and dependent variables. All
indirect (mediated) effects are significant (p <0.05) for both
groups, in support of the mediating role of individual product
and brand attitudes. The indirect effect of PCAP on brand
intention through product attitude is 0.15 for posters and 0.17
for lurkers; the indirect effect through brand attitude is 0.36 for
posters and 0.14 for lurkers. The results also reveal no signif-
icant direct effect from PCAP to brand intentions, so the effect
of PCAP on brand intentions appears fully mediated by indi-
vidual attitudes, in support of H1a and H1b (Table 2).

To investigate the moderation hypotheses, we next com-
pare the regression coefficients associated with product and
brand attitudes across the two groups (posters and lurkers).
The relationship between PCAP and product attitude is in the
hypothesized direction, and the coefficient is greater in value
for posters (B =0.48) than lurkers (B =0.34). However, the
difference is not significant (Δ=0.14; t =1.32; df =266; p >
0.05), so we cannot confirm H2a. Regarding the relationship
between PCAP and brand attitudes, we again find that the
coefficient is greater for posters (B =0.59) than for lurkers
(B =0.28); the difference between these specific effects is
highly significant (Δ=0.31; t =2.74; df =266; p <0.01), in
support of H2b. User type thus moderates the relationship
between PCAP and individual brand attitudes.

Discussion

Theoretical implications

The purpose of this study was to link consumers’ perceptions
of other consumers’ product reviews to individual product-
and brand-related attitudes to ultimately predict brand buying
intentions. It appears that PCAP acts as a proxy for subjective
norms, which represent key antecedents of individual atti-
tudes. In this sense, the findings are consistent with predic-
tions from the theory of reasoned action, which provides an

appropriate theoretical framework to explain social attitude
contagion on consumer opinion platforms. Furthermore, opin-
ion platform users’ attitudes affect their brand intentions,
again in agreement with the theory of reasoned action, which
is premised on the belief that an immediate predictor of
behavioral intention is attitudes. Accordingly, this study’s
results show that product- and brand related attitudes fully
mediate effects of PCAP on brand buying intentions.

Regarding the identified moderator effects of opinion plat-
form user type (poster/lurker), our findings corroborate previous
research that suggests posters post mainly to satisfy self-
representational needs (Balasubramanian and Mahajan 2001;
Schau andGilly 2003).We predicted stronger attitude contagion
effects for posters because of their likelihood to engage in
dissonance reduction, meaning that they adapt their beliefs to
those of the community and perform coherent behaviors. How-
ever, this moderating effect is empirically confirmed only for
brand attitudes (H2b), not for product attitudes (H2a). A
possible interpretation of this noteworthy finding is that
posters lean much more on brands than on products to
express themselves in the community. Indeed, brand associ-
ations tend to be descriptive of human identities that con-
sumers may embrace for improving their self-concept (Aaker
1997; Keller 1998). For example, Heehyoung et al. (2008)
note that a brand achieves success when consumers express
their personal characteristics through it, as a result of their
online community membership. Similarly, our results suggest
that posters are more willing to “listen” to others’ opinions
about brands than about products, because brands carry
meanings that help consumers express themselves.

Managerial implications

Kozinets et al. (2010, p. 71) assert that the “Internet’s acces-
sibility, reach, and transparency have empowered firms that
are interested in influencing and monitoring WOM as never
before.” Although consumer opinion platforms represent a

Table 2 Results of hypotheses
testing

Effect values are non-standard-
ized regression coefficients

PCAP perceived community
attitude toward a product,
NS not significant

*p <0.05; **p <0.01

Poster (n =146) Lurker (n =124)

R2=0.39;
F(3,142)=29.86**

R2=0.40;
F(3,120)=27.02**

Direct effects Effect Std. Error Effect Std. Error

PCAP → Product attitude 0.48** 0.07 0.34** 0.08

→ Brand attitude 0.59** 0.08 0.28** 0.08

Product attitude → Brand intention 0.30** 0.12 0.49** 0.11

Brand attitude → 0.61** 0.11 0.52** 0.10

PCAP → Brand intention .00NS 0.11 .05NS 0.09

Indirect effects

PCAP→Product attitude→Brand intention 0.15* 0.08 0.17** 0.05

PCAP→Brand attitude→Brand intention 0.36** 0.09 0.14** 0.05
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golden opportunity to initiate consumer-to-consumer commu-
nication about products, they also can expose firms to reputa-
tional liabilities, such as when consumers write posts that
question the firm’s integrity (Van Lear and De Ruyter 2010;
Singh et al. 2008). The lack of control over messages on
consumer opinion platforms urges firms to monitor such
forums to determine what consumers think about their prod-
ucts and brands (You et al. 2012). The results of our study tell
an interesting story about how to interpret the functions of
consumer opinion platforms as potential antecedents of brand
buying intentions. Our findings tie in with prior research that
asserts that customer advocacy is an important factor for
improving brand equity (Kozinets 2002) and that firms might
harness the viral power of virtual postmodern consumer tribes
to create positive brand equity (Cova et al. 2007). According
to Aaker (1991), brand equity can be viewed as a set of assets
linked to the brand. Favorable brand intentions formed online
represent just such assets and require managerial attention.

Our results support the strong link between PCAP and
individual product- and brand attitudes mainly for posters
(i.e., users who contribute actively), but to a much lesser extent
for lurkers (those who participate passively). Per consequence,
encouraging variations in poster- and lurker rates may be a
promising strategy for companies who want to manage
consumer-to-consumer communication. However, the ques-
tion whether a company benefits more from lurkers or posters
is obviously related to the valence of previous postings
(Berger and Milkman 2012). For example, in a recent paper
Alexandrov et al. (2013) emphasize the importance of differ-
entiating WOM along its valence, since the drivers of WOM
may vary for positive versus negative WOM. In line with the
present study’s results, high poster rates are harmful if negative
comments prevail, since posters’ own attitudes and brand
buying intentions are strongly affected by what the community
thinks. Per consequence, if negative comments prevail, firms
should try to discourage consumer postings and contend with
lurkers, who are generally more indifferent toward what other
users say. On the contrary, if positive comments are dominant,
firms should be cognizant that posters are more likely adopt a
positive tenor from consumer reviews than lurkers, suggesting
that firms should push posting behavior.

In summary, firms should encourage higher poster rates
when a positive reviews prevail, but discourage postings when
the gist of extant comments is negative. Various possibilities
exist to encourage consumers to write product reviews, such
as offering rewards in terms of gratification points or mone-
tary benefits (Bae and Lee 2011). Firms may also act as active
contributors on product review website by asking questions
such as “What is your preferred …?” which likely promotes
fast and easy responses and incites consumers to get involved

into a discussion. Firms may as well organize contests in
which they offer contributors the chance to win something if
they leave their thoughts on a specific topic, or they may offer
polls and make the results public only to those who contribute.
However, as previously suggested, when negative consumer
reviews prevail, managers should refrain from such activities
and try to discourage high poster rates. Rather, firms should
then feed extant reviews with objective and verifiable product
information, that emphasizes the products’ unique advantages
and uncontestable qualities.

Limitations and further research opportunities

This study is subject to several limitations that offer opportu-
nities for additional research. First, our results stem from a
convenience sample of survey respondents that is inherently
by some kind of sampling bias. For example, a silent majority
of the population from which we drew our data may not have
filled the questionnaire, resulting in selection bias, thereby
limiting the generalizability of the empirical results. Such
sampling bias appears to be a common problem to much
published survey and experimental research that uses conve-
nience or non-probability samples to test theory. It is therefore
important to note that replications of the present study, for
example in a laboratory setting, with different product cate-
gories or with respondents from different countries would help
to consolidate the findings.

Second, our findings are related to typical search products
(electronic communication) and the data stems frommarketer-
developed product review websites, which have been shown
to differ in credibility from consumer-developed forums. Bae
and Lee (2011) show that message source (marketer- versus
consumer developed product reviews) and product type
(search- versus experience products) interact such that con-
sumer product reviews for experience products are most cred-
ible if they originate from consumer developed sites. Since
social relationships among consumers tend to be more intense
on consumer-developed review sites than on marketer-
developed review sites (Bae and Lee 2011), we expect that
the effects found in this study will be enhanced on consumer-
developed review sites. Similarly, we also expect enhanced
effects for consumer reviews of experience products, which
tend to be more influential than reviews of search products
(Bae and Lee 2011; Park and Lee 2009). However, these are
only speculations that should be examined further.

Another critical point is that our research design cannot
distinguish between objectively positive and negative post-
ings, though research suggests that negative reviews have a
greater effect on sales than positive reviews, maybe because
consumers consider negative information more helpful
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(Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Pavlou and Dimoka 2006).
Similarly, recent research shows mixed evidence regarding
whether it is more likely that consumers spread negative or
positive information (East et al. 2008). Perhaps opinion plat-
form users who write more negative postings about products
have greater confidence in their own judgments and judgment
accuracy and do therefore not hesitate to express their
negative opinions; on the other hand, some users may write
more positive information in an attempt to improve their
self-concept and appear more optimistic or constructive.
Additional research should investigate the effects of posi-
tive or negative comments on user attitudes to explore the
goal-matching satisfaction achieved by those who write the
reviews.

Moreover, opinion platform membership tenure and in-
volvement may relate to users’ attitudes and subsequent brand
intentions. According to Chan and Li (2009), reciprocity has
critical effects on social system maintenance, such that mem-
bers of online information communities keep contributing to
communities as long as they believe other participants remain
active too. When opinion platform users perceive reciprocity,
it likely enhances their commitment to the community, which
could make them more receptive to the product- and brand-
related norms of the community. Additional research should
explore this issue.

Future studies should refine the empirical differentiation
between posters and lurkers. A clear-cut between posters and
lurkers based on static behavioral measures, as proposed in the
present study, may in reality not exist. Instead, future research
may draw on opinion platform users’ self-classification into
posters and lurkers. Researchers may develop a measurement
scale that taps different dimensions of posting and lurking
behaviors, for example, in relation to utilitarian and hedonic
benefits user gain from opinion platform participation. Such a
scale may offer new and enhanced perspectives to differentiate
posters and lurkers.

In addition, we call for research that pursues several other
developments in eWOM theory. It would be interesting to
learn whether and to what extent attitude contagion, as de-
scribed in this study, is dominated by a few active opinion
leaders, as well as whether attitudes evolve slowly and con-
sensually. Fruitful research in this field could conceptualize
and investigate the social authority and opinion impact
strength of individual community members. Finally, re-
searchers could investigate whether brand-centered opinion
platforms insulate consumers from negative information dis-
seminated outside the community. To conclude, how
consumer-generated product reviews influence other con-
sumers’ product and brand preferences is an abundant field
for further investigations.

Appendixes

Appendix 1

Construct and measures Loading (λ)

Perceived community attitude toward a product

Overall, I think the members of this community
like this product.

0.92

The comments I read about this product were
globally very positive.

0.86

My impression is that the community members
appreciate this product.

0.86

Individual attitude toward product

I find this product useful. 0.87

I think this a performance product. 0.88

I find this product interesting. 0.83

Individual attitude toward brand

I like this brand. 0.92

I trust this brand. 0.78

This brand has a good reputation. 0.90

Brand intentions

I like to buy products from this brand. 0.97

If I needed a new product in this category, I would
consider buying this brand.

0.98

Category involvement

I feel particularly attracted by electronic products. 0.85

I am very interested in electronic products. 0.90

Electronics are very important to me. 0.98

Source credibility

I consider information from this opinion platform

…trustworthy. 0.73

…credible. 0.78

…competent. 0.95

Appendix 2

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

(1) PCAP 0.68

(2) Attitude toward product 0.3 0.57

(3) Attitude toward brand 0.27 0.28 0.55

(4) Brand intention 0.31 0.44 0.51 1.27

(5) Category involvement −0.01 0.16 0.02 0.11 0.55

(6) Source credibility 0.12 0.09 0.04 0.09 0.18 0.34
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