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Abstract. Online review has become an important repository for consumers to
make online buying decisions. However, writing online reviews is a voluntary
behavior lacking guidelines and it is hard to guarantee the review quality gen-
erated. How to improve online review quality has become a challenge to online
retailers and review aggregators. In this study, we explore the design of review
writing interface in order to provide engaging writing experience for online
reviewers. Using the motivational affordance theory as the theory basis, we
define the motivational factors and corresponding design elements, which
support reviewers to fulfill their motivation to write their online reviews. We
explore how the engaging experience supported by cognitive and social affor-
dances will affect reviewers’ writing performance.

Keywords: Motivational affordance theory � Online review quality �
Engagement � Social presence � Review writing � Interface design

1 Introduction

Online review is an important information source for consumers to reduce product
uncertainty in making buying decisions. But with the increasing volume of online
reviews, consumers are struggling with large volume of information in pre-purchase
decision phases, and simplicity and good quality information has become more
important to consumer stickiness, leading to higher recommendation to friends and
repurchase intention.

In order to relief consumer from online review overload, researchers, online
retailers and review aggregators attempt to develop personalization techniques and
online review filtering strategy to selectively display online review [1, 2]. Yelp.com
rejects more than one quarter of online reviews because they are fake or of poor quality
[3]. Such techniques may fail when faced the issues such as cold startup and product
review spam, and can be effective only if there are reviews of high quality.

Writing online review is a voluntary post-consumption behavior of consumers
motivated by extreme experiences, and the desire to share such experiences. Previous
literature on online product communication has found different drivers of online review
writing behavior, and researchers have proposed suggestions on how to improve online
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review performance by leveraging their findings [4]. Besides, studies on online review
helpfulness also suggested guidelines for writing helpful online reviews, which imply the
need and the potential of guiding online reviewers to improve their review writing [5, 6].
In this study, we study online review writing as a computer mediated communication
behavior, in which online review writing interface serves as a supportive technology to
engage online reviewers to achieve their goal. Taken a motivational affordance per-
spective, this study proposes motivational supportive design of online review writing
improves online review quality by providing reviewers engaging experience.

This paper is organized as follows. First, we discuss the extant findings of online
review motivation and online review quality. Second, we introduce motivational af-
fordance theory, and propose the research model of this study. Based on this theory,
two key motivational affordances are proposed and analyzed: cognitive motivational
affordance and social motivational affordance. These two types of affordances generate
positive experiences, measured by engagement and perceived social presence, which
then encourage online reviewers to write online reviews of better quality. Experiment
in movie review setting is designed to test the effectiveness of such design. Finally,
potential contributions of this research are discussed.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Online Review Motivation

After consuming a product or a service, consumers may be motivated by various
reasons to share their experiences or feelings via different channels. Online review
writing is a social voluntary behavior motivated by the need for reputation, reciprocity
and sense of belongingness to the online community [7].

Writing online is motivated by the affiliation to existing online product or review
community. The need to belongingness is one of the fundamental drive of human
being, and such need motivate people to interact and maintain social bond in order to
be satisfied [8]. Online review writing is an act of joining the existing online product
communication and fulfilling the sense of belongingness [7]. Social benefit is the most
influential determinant motive to online review platform visit frequency and comment
writing behavior [9]. According to [4], consumers tend to write reviews on a popular
product which has a lot of reviews because the number of previous reviews indicate the
popularity of the topics and the presence of potential audience. Such information will
attract reviewers to join the conversation as part of the community. When people
perceive themselves as the community member, they are intrinsically to share and act
for the benefit of other group members [10]. The affiliation to virtual community is one
distinct characteristic of online review compared with traditional word of mouth.
Reputation is another important motives of online information sharing behavior [11].
Online reviewers perceive the online review platform as the opportunity to establish
their reputation by writing online reviews [7]. People are writing reviews to share their
experience or opinion to influence or persuade potential audience. The audience of the
online review includes the product retailers, the existing product communication
community and potential consumers who are interested in the focal product.
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To further the present work on online review motivation, our study explores how
such motivation can be further exploit to the design online review writing interface.
When reviewers are expressing their opinion, their audiences are invisible. Online
review editing interface has different social design elements that serve to visualize
certain social presence to reviewers.

2.2 Online Review Quality

Although online review provides additional information for consumers to make the
purchase decision, it may cause information overload among consumers [12, 13]. The
quality, rather than the volume of online review becomes the focus of research in order
to improve online buying experience. Previous studies have identified the character-
istics, antecedents and consequences of online review quality or helpfulness [5, 13, 14].
However, how to improve online review quality remains a question.

One of the common practice is to use consumers or participants to evaluate the
online review quality (or helpfulness), especially using the number of the helpfulness
votes. It refers to the helpful votes cast from the consumers who have read the review
[15]. In experiment setting, the helpfulness of online review can be measured with the
subjective scores given by trained coders [16]. Helpfulness votes of online review is a
design feature provided in many e-commerce websites, such as Amazon.com. Con-
sumers can vote for the piece of review they found helpful by clicking the helpfulness
button. Besides subjective votes of online review, the linguistic characteristics of online
review such as readability [15], online review depth [14], as well as source features
such as the status of online reviewers are powerful predictors of online review quality
[14, 17, 18].

With the predictors of online review helpfulness, designers can develop person-
alization strategy in display the sequence of online review [19]. However, such
attempts cannot solve the low-quality review problem. Although studies [6, 21] have
suggest guidelines to help online reviewers, there lacks empirical research on the
implementation of such findings to influence online review behavior, which is sus-
ceptible to the manipulation of writing context [20].

2.3 Motivational Affordance

Motivation can affect human behavior in two aspects: the direction and the strength of
the behavior. Motivational affordance in information technology design is proposed
[22] following the recent work in positive psychology. Affordance is a concept from
eco-psychology, referring the properties of an object or environment and how such
properties control or affect human behavior [23]. In interaction design, affordance refers
to design features and what such design features offer to the product users, i.e. how
things can be designed in a way that the user can easily infer what they afford [24].
Motivational affordance includes two components: the interaction or interface design
elements and the process of how such design elements support users to fulfill their
motivational need [22].
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According to motivational affordance theory, information system or application
should be designed to support the major motivational needs of users, which vary
according to the contexts and task types [25]. Therefore, designers should first
understand what motivates users to adopt and use certain type of information tech-
nology. There are three major types of motivational needs: emotional, cognitive and
social needs [22]. For example, in the context of group idea generation, people are
motivated to achieve self-efficacy and demotivated by social evaluation apprehension
[26]. Therefore, goal-setting and timely feedback are identified to provide cognitive
support to gain sense of achievement and finally towards better performance [27].
Empirical studies on gamification have examined the design of motivational affordance
and its positive effects on psychological and behavior outcomes [28]. Enhancing the
motivational affordance design in information system can lead to positive user expe-
rience such as engagement and enjoyment, and such positive user experience is
associated with the desired behavioral outcomes according to the contexts.

3 Hypothesis Development

In this study, we aims to design online review writing interface to enhance individual
performance of online review writing. We propose that online review writing needs
two types of motivational support: one is social motivation affordance, and the other is
cognitive motivational affordance. In the following part, we will provide the rationale
of our hypothesis of design guidelines for the effect of engaging online review expe-
rience (Fig. 1).

3.1 Social Motivational Affordance

Two design features are proposed here to improve the social presence of online product
community and the potential audience of online review. Others’ reviews of a product
refer to the individual comments written by the previous reviewers. Potential readers
refer to the consumers, who are interested in the product, i.e. online consumers who
have marked down the products for future buying.

Fig. 1. Research model
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Different types of communication cues can change perceived social presence in
computer mediated communication context, and such changes in social presence level
will influence group communication behavior [26, 29]. Low social presence level leads
to lower commitment behavior to social group, such as greater group polarization [26].
The media of high social richness could evoke the quality of social interaction during a
mediated social interaction [30]. In online review writing, presenting previous online
reviews and the potential readers of the online product review can be visualized as the
communication cues to demonstrate the presence of community to belong and audience
to reach. Supported by such communication clues, online reviewers can enhance the
perceived social presence level of online community and audience. Social presence of
the website in turn, enable the sense of connection between the website and its visitors
[31]. More specifically, empirical evidence has shown that the provision of online
reviews increased the level of social presence, which strengthened the social bonds
between the readers and the website [32].

Hypothesis 1. Social motivational affordance (others’ reviews, potential readers) is
positively associated with perceived social presence.

People are motivated to write online as a way to establish social connection with
online product community. Enhancing the social motivational affordance in online
review writing contexts can improve the quality of online review performance for
several reasons. First, visual cues of previous reviews makes the presence of online
product community or online word of mouth community more salience. Second, salient
online product community motivates reviewers to feel stronger social presence of other
reviewers and exemplify the need to communicate and establish social bond. Third, to
some extends, writing online review serves as a way for online reviewers to share their
personal feelings on the same item with community members. Therefore, with the
presence of visual cues of online product community, online reviewers will be more
motivated to write online reviews. People tend to share their personal feeling and
experience with the audience of closer social distance. Emotion information also
influences how consumer perceives the helpfulness of online review [21].

Hypothesis 2. Perceived social presence is positively associated with online review
quality.

3.2 Cognitive Motivational Affordance

Competence is a psychological need that everyone strives to fulfill. Competence as
psychological need provides a source of motivation for exerting efforts necessary to
overcome optimal challenges [33]. Optimal challenge is represented a level of difficulty
and complexity that fit the focal individual’s current knowledge and skill. With the
provision of cognitive support in the writing interface, online reviewers form an
engaging writing experience because the level of task difficulty is lessen with the
design of cognitive affordance. Three cognitive motivational affordances are proposed
in the context of online review writing: detailed product information, writing hints and
word count feedback.

Detailed product information can assist reviewers in recalling product related
information. According to cue-summation theory, the number of available cues or
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stimuli increases effectiveness of learning [34]. Rich product presentation enhances
consumers product knowledge, which leads to higher perceived usefulness of the
website [35]. Supported with more information cues in the writing phase, online
reviewers can relate their consumption experience with the information and write more
informative reviews. The presence of an external memory can serve to reduce the
burden on the consumer’s internal memory. That is, both internal memory and external
memory can be viewed functionally as sources of information [36]. Besides, people are
more cognitively absorbed in the task when perceiving task-related cues [37]. There-
fore, we propose that providing product-related information can increase user
engagement in writing online reviews. Writing hint module is often adopted in blog
writing assistant system, and study has shown that such function can improve users’
writing performance with higher system satisfaction [38].

Timely feedback combined with optimal challenge supports people to evaluate their
performance. Word count feedback refers to the number of words that user has written.
Length of online review is an important indicator of online review depth [14]. Online
reviewers can use review length as a timely feedback to evaluate their contribution
compared with their past performance or norms of online review community. With
such meaningful evaluation supported by the feedback, reviewers are more engaged in
the writing task itself.

Hypothesis 3. Cognitive motivational affordance (detailed product information, writing
hints and word count feedback) is positively associated with online review engagement.

User engagement is associated with positive outcome of online system across
different contexts. For example, higher user engagement leads to better user perfor-
mance in online product understanding, and higher intention to the website [35].
Cognitive absorption is positively related with task participation and learning satis-
faction in virtual world context [37]. Besides, recent study on online review has found
that online reviewer engagement characteristic improve the prediction of online review
helpfulness [1]. Therefore, when online reviewers are more engaged in online review
writing task, they are more likely to write online review of higher quality.

Hypothesis 4. Online review writing engagement is positively associated with online
review writing quality.

4 Method

We design lab experiments to test the hypothesis. In the experiment, we will explore
whether the design of motivational affordances can offer social presence and engage
users. Four designs will be implemented: social affordance group, cognitive affordance
group, social-cognitive affordance group and control group.

4.1 Procedures

First, participants are invited to read and signed the informed consent and notified the
basic steps of the experiments. Second, participants need to finish a questionnaire about
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their online review experience. Third, participants are led to a web page to watch a
short film and write an online review on it after watching it. There are four manipulated
online review writing interfaces: social affordance interface, cognitive affordance
interface, interface including both social and cognitive affordance, and the control
interface. Forth, after submitting the online reviews, they will fill in a questionnaire
about their experience on the online review-writing page. Perceived social presence and
engagement adapted from [30, 39] will be measured. Manipulation check will be
provided to see if the participants have noticed such design elements.

4.2 Dependent Variables

The dependent variables are the online review quality. According to previous research,
we will consider the review quality from the review depth, review helpfulness and
other dimensions. We will use Amazon mechanic Turk to credit the quality index the
online reviews. In our study, we will exam the online review writing performance from
two important factors of online review adoption: online review quality and online
review helpfulness. Online review quality is framed as argument quality “the strength
or plausibility of persuasive argumentation” [40, 41], and can be evaluated in terms of
the information content, accuracy, format, and timeliness [42]. In terms of helpfulness,
we will adopt the measurement of online review helpfulness in [21, 43].

5 Contribution

This study contributes to the literature of online review and motivational affordance
theory. First, this study designs experiment to investigate the mechanism of motivation
to online review writing while previous studies on online review motivation use survey
method to explore the general determinants of online review generation [9]. How the
social motivation and cognitive needs can be satisfied during review writing process
can be examined through the experiment design. Second, compared with online review
consumption activities, review writing behavior has been received less attention from
IS literature. This study offers insights on the locus of review writing behavior, and
enriches the repertoire of behaviors studied by IS community. Thirdly, this study is an
application of motivation affordance theory in information system artifact design. More
empirical evidence of motivational affordance theory is needed towards a stronger
design theory [27]. Future study may look at how to generalize the design process of
motivational affordance design, and such attempts may offer practical significance to
guide the industry.
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