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Abstract
Since most of today’s consumers make purchase decisions based on online reviews, managers and researchers have been keen 
to determine how best to present review information in an online shopping context to maximize their persuasive power. Most 
online reviews are presented post-by-post, whereby individual reviewers express their respective opinions but lack group 
dynamism. As a result, it is worth asking what would happen if individual reviews are presented as a group? Drawing on 
social presence theory and information adoption literature, we propose a research framework to investigate the influences of 
two alternative presentation forms of review information (i.e., individual-based vs. group-based) on multiple-facet consumer 
evaluation of reviews, as well as their adoption of review information. By conducting two experiments (Study 1: N = 319; 
Study 2: N = 101), we find that, when given the same review information, consumers presented with the grouped review 
information rated higher review quality and credibility, but lower understandability, than consumers who were presented with 
individual review information. In addition, review quality, credibility, and understandability mediated the influence of review 
presentation forms on the consumer adoption of review information. Both theoretical and practical implications are discussed.
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1  Introduction

Online reviews are considered as one of the most pow-
erful information sources in the online shopping context 
when consumers make purchase decisions [2, 6, 47, 75, 
80]. An online review usually refers to a post-consumption 

evaluation and experience shared by consumers [7]. Indus-
try reports such as ChannelAdvisor,1 which are based on 
large-scale surveys, have revealed that more than 90% of 
consumers read online reviews before they make purchase 
decisions. Accordingly, managers have long recognized 
that online reviews serve as a valuable marketing tool for 
their e-commerce businesses [20, 21]. While traditional 
online reviews are presented as individual options that 
lack social interactions, managers have recently incor-
porated social elements in their online reviews, such as 
brand-centered online communities among consumers. 
Industry reports2 have also suggested that the user experi-
ence shared by peer consumers usually enriches review 
information with the sense of social interaction. As a 
result, such reviews are more persuasive than the standard 
information offered by e-tailers. Nevertheless, small- to 
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medium- sized e-tailers still suffer from a low volume 
of online reviews and lean review content. Many are left 
wondering about how to maximize the persuasive power 
of limited review information to boost their online sales 
[18, 76].

Meanwhile, researchers are also allocating increased 
attention to the significance of online reviews in the context 
of consumer behavior, in general [8, 10, 44], as well as in 
the context of social commerce, in particular [8, 47]. We 
reviewed the prior literature on online reviews and identi-
fied three main knowledge gaps. First, most previous studies 
examine the impacts of review information archives on con-
sumer judgment and decision-making [67], perception and 
evaluation [68], and sales volume [65]. The literature on the 
influences of review information archives further diverges 
into two streams, with one focusing on review content infor-
mation [31, 47] and the other on review contextual informa-
tion [25, 27]. There is a very limited understanding of the 
influence of online review information presentation through 
technology design on consumer perception and behavior.

Second, while quite a few studies have demonstrated the 
power of technology design in manipulating information 
presentation across the contexts of human–computer inter-
actions [61], e-commerce websites [30], and public image 
management for organizations [4], there is little evidence 
available for the online review setting. More importantly, 
even fewer studies have drawn on theories that enable a 
nuanced understanding of how technology design induces 
group dynamism among individually created informa-
tion and messages online; the majority of the literature is 
anchored in theoretical perspectives with an individual-
based focus, such as cognitive-fit perspective [34], construal 
level theory [43], and regulatory focus theory [54].

Third, we consider social presence theory as one of the 
few theoretical perspectives available that informs our indi-
vidual- and group-based presentation forms. Social pres-
ence stands for a sense of “being with another” [3, pp. 456]. 
Social presence theory has been widely used to examine 
the driving factors of technology use in various contexts, 
such as social commerce platforms [52], online social net-
works [39], and virtual worlds communication [70]. There 
is limited research on how to leverage social presence theory 
to advance technology design. Moreover, although a small 
number of studies have focused on technology design, most 
of them have emphasized the integration of anthropomor-
phism elements in technology design to elicit consumer 
perceptions of social presence [e.g., 30, 33, 63]. The extant 
literature on social presence theory ignores the potential 
power of the collective presentation of massive isolated 
users online, which coincides with the original definition of 
social presence—that is, “being with another” through the 
virtual channel.

Toward this end, our study draws on social presence the-
ory to explore the collective presentation effects in online 
review systems and designs two alternative forms of review 
presentations—namely, individual- and group-based pres-
entation forms. Specifically, individual-based presentation 
form presents online reviews in the traditional format where 
individual opinions are separate and independent, and there 
is a lack of ideas and information exchanged. In contrast, a 
group-based presentation form presents reviews as clusters, 
where a first piece of review information appears as a lead-
ing message and is then followed and “discussed” by a few 
other pieces of review information. Following the rationale 
underlying social presence theory, we expect that the group-
based presentation form more effectively enables a sense of 
group discussion and social connection among reviewers, 
as compared with the individual-based presentation form.

In the following, we review the literature on online 
reviews and explain individual- and group-based presenta-
tion forms that are anchored in social presence theory. We 
then propose an integrated framework to elaborate on how 
the sense of social presence elicited through different forms 
of review presentation influences the consumer’s evaluation 
of review information in terms of quality, understandabil-
ity, and credibility, and consequently, affects the consumer’s 
adoption intention of the review information. We then con-
duct two experiments to test six research hypotheses in the 
integrated framework. Study 1 investigates the differential 
impacts of group- and individual-based presentation forms 
of review information on consumer evaluation in terms of 
review quality, understandability, and credibility, as well as 
review adoption intentions; Study 2 extends the generaliz-
ability of the findings in Study 1 by adopting an alternative 
product and incorporating review content with both positive 
and negative valences. Finally, the implications of our find-
ings for researchers and practitioners are discussed.

2 � Theoretical background

2.1 � Prior literature on online review

We analyze previous studies on online reviews and find 
that most examine the influences of review information 
archives rather than how review information is presented 
through technology design. Specifically, we distinguish 
two aspects of information conveyed in online reviews, 
that is, review content information and review contextual 
information. Review content information refers to the con-
crete descriptions that reviewers posted online based on 
their consumption experience, such as review valence. The 
literature suggests that, while positive reviews usually lead 
to consumer evaluation of review helpfulness [58], product 
sales [38], and willingness to endorse a product via social 
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media [47], negative reviews yield mixed consequences. 
Some scholars argue that negative reviews exhibit a greater 
influence on sales [10] and perceived helpfulness [44] 
than positive reviews; others contended that no signifi-
cant relationship exists between review valence and sales 
[21, 49]; still others suggest that whether positive or nega-
tive reviews boosted product or service sales depended on 
consumers’ characteristics [80]. In addition, other review 
content information, such as review dispersion and review 
emotional expression, have also been explored in relation 
to consumer evaluations and product or service sales [31, 
78].

Review contextual information signifies the information 
that is present beyond the review content. Review contex-
tual information provides readers with background infor-
mation about reviews or other review-related information, 
which helps readers better understand and make judgments 
about the review information. For example, the disclosure 
of reviewer identity, that is self-defined information about 
reviewers, such as historical review experience and self-
reported expertise, results in perceived review helpfulness 
and increased sales [25, 27]. Other review contextual infor-
mation about reviewers, such as average usefulness of his-
torical reviews [27] or self-evaluated expertise [13], have 
also been extensively investigated in the prior literature.

As mentioned, most studies on online reviews focus on 
either review content information or contextual information, 
and seldom examine the potential influence of how review 
information is presented to consumers through technology 
design. A series of seminal works have consistently demon-
strated the significance of information presentation through 
different technology designs in the consumer evaluation and 
decision-making processes [50]. For instance, Hong et al. 
[34] find that when product information is presented in either 
a mixture or list format, consumers with either searching or 
browsing intentions evaluated the same product informa-
tion differently. Köhler et al. [43] discover that interactive 
decision aids in either abstract or concrete forms of commu-
nication induced different consumer responses. Cable et al. 
[4] also suggest that different media designs entailed dif-
ferent levels of media richness and information credibility, 
which in turn affected subjective perceptions of job seekers 
as media content consumers on target firms’ public images.

While the seminal works on technology design inform our 
tentative examination of review information presentation, we 
notice that the studies on technology design usually draw 
on theories with an individual-based focus, ranging from 
cognitive-fit perspective [34] and regulatory focus theory 
[54], to cognitive absorption lens [45] and information pro-
cessing theory [46]. Next, we draw on social presence theory 
and develop an integrative theoretical framework of review 
information presentation, as social presence theory is one 
of the few theories available to address how isolated review 

information presented online can stimulate group-based 
dynamism and social connections among consumers.

2.2 � Social presence theory and review information 
presentation design

Social presence denotes a sense of “being with another” dur-
ing communication through media [3, pp. 456]. For exam-
ple, face-to-face communication involves the highest level 
of social presence, whereas text messages induce a limited 
social presence due to information loss on facial expres-
sions and body language [64]. The concept of social pres-
ence later evolves and stands for the media affordances of 
human warmth and sociability [30]. For example, aspects 
of someone’s personal life disclosed as social cues on Face-
book or Twitter enhance social presence and account for 
the tendency of user addiction to social networking sites 
[9]. Social presence also enhances trust in the online busi-
ness relationships, thereby informing the prosperity of social 
commerce [52].

Given the salience of social presence in communica-
tion through virtual channels, scholars continue to explore 
how the use of different technologies induces different lev-
els of social presence [22, 39, 59, 70]. Empirical evidence 
has extensively shown that individuals perceive a sense of 
interactions with others in the virtual context despite the 
lack of physical interactions. For example, Kahlow et al. 
[39] suggest that online communication technologies (e.g., 
Snapchat) that arouse a high level of perceived social pres-
ence are capable of retaining more users than the ones that 
do not. The sense of social presence also effectively reduces 
uncertainty perceptions among collaborators and effectively 
promotes communication in virtual workplaces [70]. Con-
sumers’ social presence perceptions are also strongly asso-
ciated with their trust development and virtual shopping 
experiences in social commerce [52, 79].

Although many studies have explained the effect of social 
presence on technology use, little attention and effort have 
been devoted to exploring the potential of social presence 
theory to advance technology design. A handful of relevant 
studies have focused on incorporating anthropomorphism 
elements in the virtual or artificial contexts but have over-
looked the potential power of the collective presentation 
of isolated physical users online. For instance, researchers 
show that pictorial, in addition to text information [59, 77], 
humanoid embodiment and human voice [61], and computer 
vividness [32], can effectively stimulate consumer percep-
tions of social presence, increased trust perceptions, and 
technology use intentions.

Integrating both the insights and the limitations of the 
extant literature on social presence theory, we devise two 
presentation forms of review information, that is individual-
based and group-based presentation forms. Individual-based 
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presentation form entails the traditional review information 
presentation format, where reviews are presented indepen-
dently and separately online (i.e., low social presence). 
Group-based presentation form presents reviews on a group 
basis, where consumers who read the review information 
tend to experience an atmosphere of group discussion and 
dynamism (i.e., high social presence). Next, we develop an 
integrated framework of review presentation design, elabo-
rating on the consequences of the two review presentation 
forms based on social presence theory.

2.3 � An integrated framework of review 
presentation design

Before discussing the integrated framework of review pres-
entation design in detail, we identify three facets of the 
consumer’s evaluation of review information, that is review 
quality, understandability, and credibility. While some schol-
ars investigate information adoption through the taxonomy 
of information content characteristics and source credibility 
[66, 71], others further classify information content charac-
teristics into two categories: information usefulness and ease 
of use [36, 51]. The underlying rational of usefulness or per-
formance expectancies and ease of understanding or effort 
expectancies has been widely validated across different 
technology-related contexts, including technology use [19], 
e-commerce [29], and system implementation [1]. Yet, some 
studies suggest that information quality is closely related to 
understandability [55] and that information quality leads to 
information credibility [23]. Nevertheless, our study con-
siders the three facets of review information evaluation as 
mutually exclusive and exhaustively covering the key char-
acteristics of review information, and their relationships are 
beyond our research focus.

Particularly, in our context of review information adop-
tion, review quality captures the usefulness of review infor-
mation [51] and stands for the degree to which consumers 
perceive reviews as instrumental and plausible in helping 
them make judgements and decisions [71, 81]. Review 
understandability captures the ease of use dimension [51] 
that includes the ease of understanding of review informa-
tion [36] and refers to the degree of perceived complexity or 
the amount of cognitive effort needed to understand review 
information. Review credibility is a similar to source cred-
ibility [81] but symbolizes the trustworthiness of review 

information content rather than the review information 
source.

Since the social cues embedded in technology design 
enhance social presence and contribute to favorable technol-
ogy beliefs [77, 79], we propose the integrative framework 
of review presentation design in Fig. 1. This framework aims 
to highlight the influence of social presence realized through 
review presentation design on consumer evaluation as well 
as adoption behavior. Specifically, consumers who perceive 
a high level of social presence through the group-based pres-
entation form (vs. a low level of social presence through 
the individual-based presentation form) tend to evaluate the 
review information favorably in terms of quality, understand-
ability, and credibility, and are ultimately willing to adopt 
the review information. In the following, we propose specific 
research hypotheses based on this integrated framework.

3 � Hypotheses development

The first three research hypotheses elaborate on how a 
group-based presentation form enables a higher level of 
social presence than an individual-based presentation form, 
and on how such a sense of “being with another” [3, pp. 456] 
enhances multiple-facet review evaluations by consumers in 
terms of quality, understandability, and credibility.

First, review quality stands for consumers’ perceived util-
ity of review information in assisting with their purchase 
decisions. As mentioned, a group-based presentation form 
allows review information from individual consumers to be 
presented in collective forms, thereby eliciting a sense of 
social presence. Previous research has shown that consumers 
make inferences from the opinions of peer buyers who had 
a similar purchase experience when verifying product- or 
service-related information from an e-seller [11]. As such, 
the grouped review information tends to be processed as a 
whole and reinforces similar options from peer buyers.

According to selective information processing theory [15, 
24, 41], when the grouped review information is mixed and 
complex, consumers are likely to focus on the hypothesis-
consistent information and to neglect the hypothesis-incon-
sistent information. Thus, when review information is pre-
sented through a group-based presentation form, consumers 
are likely to experience stronger persuasive power on the 
review information that are consistent with their cognitive 

Fig. 1   Research framework
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schemas, such as whether a product or service is good, how 
good it is, and why. As a result, the consumers will find 
the collective evidences, as conveyed in the grouped review 
content, to be useful for judgements, that is, of high quality. 
In contrast, when review information is presented through an 
individual-based presentation form, consumers are likely to 
process individual reviews independently, as well as to find 
the reviews to be inconsistent and of low utility for their pur-
chase decisions (i.e. of lower quality). In other words, when 
review information is presented in a group-based presenta-
tion form, it appears to be more useful in supporting the con-
sumer decision-making process, as compared to the review 
information presented with the individual-based form. In 
addition, the previous literature suggests that social presence 
perceptions are positively associated with an individual’s 
sense of commitment to a community, which in turn leads 
to effective knowledge exchange and learning [5]. Thus, 
we expect that the group-based presentation form induces 
higher perceptions of rich information flow and knowledge 
exchange among consumers than the individual-based pres-
entation form, and propose:

H1  Consumers rate the same review information as being of 
higher quality with the group-based presentation form (i.e., 
high social presence) than with individual-based form (i.e., 
low social presence).

Second, review understandability is defined as the extent 
to which consumers perceived review information as being 
easy to appreciate and comprehend. Prior studies revealed 
that collective presentation and integration of information 
can effectively decrease information equivocality [69], and 
that a rich form of information presentation enhances con-
sumers’ psychological involvement in social interactions 
and helps them better absorb information and knowledge 
[48]. As such, we expect that grouped review information 
offers nuanced cues for the use experiences of products and 
services, and consequently enables the self-explanatory 
power of review information. When reviews contain differ-
ent opinions, which are either contrasting or complemen-
tary, the collective presentation form enables consumers to 
construct a comprehensive understanding of the clustered 
information [48]. In contrast, consumers tend to find indi-
vidual reviews with a mixed valance and scattered opin-
ions difficult to understand [17]. In addition, consumers 
tend to find the group-based presentation form helpful in 
reducing their search cost for the desirable reviews, and the 
individual-based presentation form to be effort-consuming 
in identifying and absorbing key messages. Hence, while 
the individual-based presentation form tends to overwhelm 
and confuse consumers with flooded review information, 
the group-based presentation form mitigates information 

equivocality and offers an easy solution for understanding 
product performance and problems [36]. We propose that:

H2  Consumers rate the same review information as being 
easier to understand with the group-based presentation form 
(i.e., high social presence) than with the individual-based 
form (i.e., low social presence).

Third, review credibility is the degree to which consumers 
perceive the review information to be sincere and trustwor-
thy. Previous studies suggest that consumer perceptions of 
social presence stimulate their feelings of involvement and 
interaction with others, and enhance their trust in websites 
[30]. In a similar vein, the group-based presentation form 
presents review information based on clusters and induces 
a sense of interaction and discussions among consumers. 
Such interactions and a commitment to group discussions 
consequently reduce consumers’ risk perceptions and nur-
ture their trust in the review information. In addition, their 
sense of involvement in group discussions bolsters their con-
fidence, as consumers, in the review information during the 
decision-making process [52]. Therefore, when consumers 
read review information as collectively presented viewpoints 
instead of as individual opinions, they tend to perceive a 
stronger vividness embedded in the online reviews and feel 
less uncertainty with the presented review information. 
Thus, we propose:

H3  Consumers rate the same review information as being 
more credible with the group-based presentation form (i.e., 
high social presence) than with the individual-based form 
(i.e., low social presence).

The next three research hypotheses propose the media-
tion effects of the three facets of review evaluation in qual-
ity, understandability, and credibility on the relationship 
between the two review presentation forms and consumer 
review adoption behavior, that is, the extent to which a con-
sumer relies on the review information to make a purchase 
decision. Previous research has shown that consumers’ adop-
tion of review information is a function of its perceived help-
fulness by the consumers [62]. In other words, high quality 
review information induced by a group-based presentation 
can address ambiguity and uncertainty in the product or ser-
vice descriptions, and can offer deep insights into the prod-
uct or service consumption process, as well as the post-sales 
service, which in turn contributes to the consumers’ inten-
tion to adopt the review information. Hence, we propose:

H4  Consumer evaluation of review quality mediates the 
effect of review presentation form on consumer adoption 
intention, such that the group-based (vs. individual-based) 
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presentation form indirectly leads to higher (vs. lower) con-
sumer adoption intention through review quality.

In addition, consumers are always cognitive misers who 
are motivated to save any effort possible during information 
processing [63, 72]. Review information that presents key 
messages collectively (i.e., via group-based presentation) 
are usually easy to understand and save the consumer much 
cognitive effort when information searching and processing. 
As such, consumers tend to be willing to rely on the review 
information that requires less of their cognitive resources 
when making a purchase decision. Therefore, given that 
the group-based presentation form is likely to improve the 
consumer evaluation of review understandability, we further 
propose:

H5  Consumer evaluation of review understandability medi-
ates the effect of review presentation form on consumer 
adoption intention, such that the group-based (vs. indi-
vidual-based) presentation form indirectly leads to higher 
(vs. lower) consumer adoption intention through review 
understandability.

Finally, credibility serves as another salient determi-
nant of information adoption [81] and consumer decision 
outcomes [53, 77]. The higher level of trustworthy review 
information that induced by group-based (vs. individual-
based) presentation rules out ambiguities and uncertainties 
in product or service descriptions and demonstrates strong 
persuasive power [26]. Consumers therefore tend to be will-
ing to believe in such review information and that the review 
information can effectively assist their comprehensive judge-
ments and correct decisions. As we have already established 
the link that group-based (vs. individual-based) presentation 
design tends to increase consumer perceived review cred-
ibility, we further propose:

H6  Consumer evaluation of review credibility mediates the 
effect of the review presentation form on consumer adoption 
intention, such that the group-based (vs. individual-based) 
presentation form indirectly leads to higher (vs. lower) con-
sumer adoption intention through review credibility.

4 � Study 1

In Study 1, we first performed both quantitative and qualita-
tive pretests to validate the manipulation of social presence 
in the review presentation form, and then conducted the 
first experiment to examine the effects of individual- and 
group-based presentation forms with all the positive review 
content.

4.1 � Preliminary validation on the manipulation 
of social presence in review presentation

As explained, the individual-based presentation form dis-
plays ten reviews separately; the group-based presentation 
form displays ten reviews in the same sequence, with the 
first review as the leading message and the balance as the 
reply messages from the first one. In other words, the two 
review presentation forms differed only in the individual- 
and group-based presentation formats; all review infor-
mation was otherwise identical (see Fig. 2). We randomly 
selected review messages from the laptop product category 
from the year 2019 from Taobao.com. The valence of the 
selected reviews were all positive in order to avoid the effect 
of negativity bias [10] (see Sect. 5, in which Study 2 further 
incorporated the negative review content). The order of the 
ten reviews was randomly generated, but was identical for 
the individual- and group-based presentation formats. The 
review content length ranged from 99 to 104 Chinese char-
acters (Mean = 101.30, SD = 1.42).

We obtained both quantitative and qualitative evidence to 
validate social presence as the key theoretical underpinning 
in the two presentation forms. First, we invited 20 college 
students from a campus of a top-tier university in China to 
participate in a pretest. Statistical reports have shown that 
college students constitute a significant portion of the online 
shopping population, and that no significant differences exist 
between students and other population groups in terms of 
their understanding and evaluation of online reviews [13, 
36]. We presented the same review information in both the 
individual-based and group-based presentation forms to the 
twenty participants in a random sequence—ten participants 
read the review information that was first presented in the 
individual-based presentation form, and then in the group-
based presentation form; ten others read the review informa-
tion presented in the two presentation forms in a reversed 
order.

We followed the five-item measures of social presence 
from Walter et al. [73] and asked the 20 participants to 
rate the perceived social presence of the two presentation 
forms. The instrument evaluated social presence in terms of 
sociability, human contact, personalness, human warmth, 
and human sensitivity in the review information, and used 
a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree 
to 7 = strongly agree (see Table 1). The results showed that 
the individual- (Mean = 4.870, SD = 0.846) and group-based 
(Mean = 5.690, SD = 0.610) presentation forms exhibited 
significant differences in terms of perceived social presence 
(t = 3.513, p = 0.001).

Second, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 
another ten college students from the same campus. We pre-
sented the ten participants with the individual- and group-
based presentation forms simultaneously, and all of them 
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Fig. 2   Experimental stimuli in 
study 1
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recognized the differences between the two presentation 
forms. Further, eight out of the ten participants perceived the 
group-based presentation form as being more “trustworthy” 
than the individual-based one; six of them felt the group-
based presentation form offered “richer information.” As 
such, we obtained preliminary evidence that the group-based 
presentation form conveyed higher information credibility 
and quality than the individual-based presentation form.

4.2 � Sample and procedures

We then proceeded to conduct the first experiment. We 
recruited 345 college students to participate in the experi-
ment across three main settings, including classrooms, 
libraries, and dormitories from the same campus. To avoid 
the potential of a learning effect, all students who partici-
pated in the pretests were excluded in the first experiment. 
We retained 319 valid responses for the hypotheses tests, 
with an average age of 21.74 (SD = 2.13), and comprising 
164 females (51.4%) and 155 males (48.6%). We conducted 
t-tests and found no significant differences in age and gender 
between (1) the retained valid sample (N = 319) and the ones 
screened out (N = 26) (page = 0.470; pgender = 0.606); and (2) 
the group presented with group-based review information 
(N = 160) and the group presented with individual-based 
review information (N = 159) (page = 0.341; pgender = 402).

We first informed each participant that their participation 
was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time from 
the experiment. We then presented the participants with a 
QR code so that they could scan the code and read the review 
information that was organized along the two presentation 
forms on a random basis. We usually allocated five to ten 

minutes for each participant to read the review information 
presented in the two alternative presentation forms. Upon 
reading the review information in full, the participants filled 
in a questionnaire to evaluate the review information along 
multiple facets and to indicate their adoption intention of 
the review information. Each participant received a small 
gift valued at less than RMB¥10 after they completed the 
questionnaire.

Table  1 provides details of our measurement instru-
ment. All the items were reflective indicators and used the 
7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree 
to 7 = strongly agree. We used the committee approach to 
translate the measures in four steps [74]. First, one senior 
IS doctoral student, who was a native Chinese-speaker but 
was fluent in English, translated the English questionnaire 
into Chinese. Second, one research assistant translated the 
Chinese questionnaire back into English. Third, one senior 
IS professor who was fluent in both English and Chinese 
compared the two versions of the Chinese questionnaire and 
refined the translation. Fourth, three other IS doctoral stu-
dents and five undergraduate students helped proofread the 
Chinese questionnaire, evaluated the accuracy and quality 
of the translation, and further refined the wording of the 
measurements.

4.3 � Data analysis

4.3.1 � Manipulation check and psychometric properties

We first checked whether the experimental manipulation 
was successful and examined the validity of the constructs 
relating to the hypotheses. We used one item that asked: 

Table 1   Measurements

Constructs Items References

Social presence There is a sense of sociability in the feedback; Walter et al. [73]
There is a sense of human contact in the feedback;
There is a sense of personalness in the feedback;
There is a sense of human warmth in the feedback;
There is a sense of human sensitivity in the feedback

Review quality I think the review information offered is relevant; Moon [56], Sussman et al. [71]
I think the review information offered is informative;
I think the review information offered is insightful

Review understandability The reviews are easy to comprehend; McKinney et al. [55]
The meaning the reviews imply is clear and easy to follow

Review credibility I perceive that the reviews are credible; Sussman et al. [71]
I perceive the reviews are sincere;
I perceive the reviews are trustworthy

Review adoption intention What is the likelihood that you would adopt the reviews? Filieri [23], Sussman et al. [71]
How probable are you of adopting the reviews?
To what extent do you agree with what the reviews talk about?
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“I can reply to others’ reviews in the review system I just 
experienced.” with the 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 
1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. The result 
showed significant differences (t = 26.586; p < 0.001) 
between the individual- (Mean = 1.74; SD = 1.33) and 
the group-based (Mean = 5.67; SD = 1.32) presentation 
forms. Therefore, our experimental manipulation with the 
presentation form was successful.

We then used SPSS 24.0 to perform factor analysis 
with the principal component approach and varimax rota-
tion method. Convergent validity is supported when items 
of a construct are loaded highly on the particular con-
struct; factor loadings between 0.45 and 0.54 are consid-
ered as fair, 0.55–0.62 as good, 0.63–0.70 as very good, 
and above 0.71 as excellent [12]. Table 2 shows that all 
constructs’ factor loadings exceeded the excellent level 
of 0.70, except one that ranked as good (RQ3 = 0.602). 
Cronbach’s Alpha of the four constructs also met the 
standard of 0.7, indicating good construct reliability [57]. 
In addition, the discriminant validity among the four con-
structs was supported because the items of any construct 
loaded higher for the particular construct than for the 
other three constructs [14] (see Table 2). Therefore, all 
four constructs relating to our research hypotheses dem-
onstrated good psychometric properties.

4.3.2 � Hypotheses tests

The T-test analysis showed that consumers perceived 
review information as being of a higher quality (t = 7.702, 
p < 0.001) when presented with the group-based presen-
tation form (i.e., high social presence) (Mean = 5.030, 
SD = 0.903), as compared with the review information 
presented through the individual-based presentation form 
(i.e., low social presence) (Mean = 4.138, SD = 1.153). 
Consumers also perceived the review information as being 
more credible (t = 6.853, p < 0.001) when it was presented 
through the group-based presentation form (Mean = 4.931, 
SD = 1.156), as compared with the review information in 
the individual-based presentation form (Mean = 4.189, 
SD = 0.731). On the contrary, consumers perceived review 
information as being less understandable (t = − 4.502, 
p < 0.001) when presented in the group-based presentation 
form (Mean = 4.966, SD = 1.522) as compared with the 
review information presented in the individual-based pres-
entation form (Mean = 5.613, SD = 0.990). Therefore, H1 
and H3 were supported, but H2 was not (see Table 3).

We then conducted an OLS regression on consumer adop-
tion intention of the review information (see in Table 4). 
The regression results showed that presentation forms 
(β = 0.388, p < 0.01), review quality (β = 0.179, p < 0.01), 

Table 2   Psychometric 
properties in study 1

Cronbach’s alpha Factor loading

RQ RC RU RAI

Review quality RQ1 0.801 0.821 0.185 − 0.182 0.184
RQ2 0.891 0.092 − 0.056 0.112
RQ3 0.602 0.399 − 0.234 0.288

Review credibility RC1 0.788 0.255 0.707 − 0.206 0.232
RC2 0.101 0.835 0.066 0.191
RC3 0.153 0.789 − 0.022 0.323

Review understandability RU1 0.787 − 0.138 − 0.129 0.896 0.055
RU2 − 0.138 0.039 0.888 − 0.021

Review adoption intention RAI1 0.818 0.150 0.197 − 0.022 0.841
RAI2 0.198 0.253 − 0.029 0.794
RAI3 0.118 0.249 0.075 0.792

Table 3   Means and T-test 
results of the two review 
presentation forms in study 1

Standard deviations are in parentheses. P-values: ***: p < 0.01

Individual-based design Group-based design T-tests

Review quality 4.140 (1.153) 5.030 (0.903) 7.702***
Review understandability 5.613 (0.990) 4.966 (1.521) − 4.502***
Review credibility 4.190 (0.731) 4.930 (1.156) 6.853***
Review adoption intention 4.363 (0.778) 5.067 (0.908) 7.434***
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understandability (β = 0.120, p < 0.01), and credibility 
(β = 0.367, p < 0.01) significantly influenced consumer 
review adoption intention with age (p > 0.05), gender 
(p > 0.05), shopping experience (p > 0.05) and product 
knowledge (p > 0.05) being controlled.

To examine the mediation effects, we conducted media-
tion analysis by using PROCESS in SPSS 24.0 (see in 
Table 5). We found significant mediating effects of review 
quality (indirect effect: 0.157, 95% confidence interval with 
5000 bootstrap samples: [0.073, 0.247]), credibility (indirect 
effect: 0.272, 95% confidence interval with 5,000 bootstrap 
samples: [0.184, 0.374]), and understandability (indirect 
effect: − 0.073, 95% confidence interval with 5000 bootstrap 
samples: [− 0.131, − 0.027]) on the impact of presentation 
form on consumer intention to adopt review information. 
The results revealed that the group-based presentation form 
improved consumer intention to adopt review information 
by increasing review quality and credibility, but discouraged 
consumer adoption intention by decreasing review under-
standability. Meanwhile, the direct effect of presentation 
form on consumer review adoption intention was also sig-
nificant (direct effect: 0.348, 95% confidence interval with 
5000 bootstrap samples: [0.172, 0.524]), which demonstrates 
a significant association between the group-based presen-
tation form and consumer intention to adopt review infor-
mation. The mediation analysis results remained consistent 
after controlling all covariates (i.e., age, gender, shopping 
experience and product knowledge). Thus, H4 and H6 were 
supported, but H5 was not.

4.4 � Discussion

The results of Study 1 suggested that the group-based 
presentation form (vs. individual-based design) ena-
bled consumers to sense a higher level of review qual-
ity and credibility, but decreased their perceptions of 
review understandability. Moreover, group-based design 

(vs. individual-based design) led to higher intentions to 
adopt the reviews among consumers, which was medi-
ated by their perceptions of review quality and credibility. 
However, the group-based design (vs. individual-based 
design) impaired consumers’ review adoption intention 
by decreasing their perceived review understandability.

5 � Study 2

In Study 2, we conducted another experiment to address 
the generalizability issue with Study 1. First, Study 2 con-
siders tablets as the target experimental product, which 
differs from laptops, which were used in Study 1 [28, 31, 
40]. Both laptops and tablets are common in the online 
shopping context and are used regularly in the daily lives 
of college students; moreover, both products have been 
widely considered in the prior IS research [37, 82]. Sec-
ond, we tested the research hypotheses by incorporating 
both positive and negative review content to mimic an 
online shopping scenario that was closer to reality. Third, 
we shortened the review content in Study 2 in order to 
see if the negative influence of the presentation forms of 
review information on review understandability remain 
stable.

Table 4   OLS regression results of the two review presentation forms in study 1

Standard deviations are in parentheses. P-values: ***: p < 0.01. **: p < 0.05

Review quality Review under-
standability

Review credibility Review adop-
tion intention

Review presentation form 0.958*** − 0.787*** 0.688*** 0.388***
Review quality 0.179***
Review understandability 0.120***
Review credibility 0.367***
Control variables Age 0.024 − 0.007 0.071*** 0.015

Gender − 0.343*** 0.192 − 0.148 0.043
Shopping experience − 0.063 0.086 − 0.018 − 0.042
Product Knowledge 0.118 0.445*** 0.218** − 0.041

R2 0.191 0.102 0.163 0.409

Table 5   PROCESS mediation analysis results in study 1

Indirect effect 95% confidence interval 
(with 5000 bootstrap 
samples)

Review quality 0.157 [0.073, 0.247]
Review understandability − 0.073 [− 0.131, − 0.027]
Review credibility 0.272 [0.184, 0.374]
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5.1 � Composition and validation of review 
information with mixed valences

We followed the J-shape distribution of online reviews pro-
posed by Hu et al. [35] and included two negative reviews 
in every ten online reviews presented in the individual- and 
group-based presentation forms. We randomly selected 
twenty reviews for tablets from Taobao.com from the year 
2020, and invited 38 college students from the same campus 
in Study 1 to participate in a pretest to validate the composi-
tion of the review information with mixed valances. Note 
that all participants in Study 2 were different from the ones 
in Study 1. The 38 participants were asked to rate their per-
ceived valence of the twenty selected reviews, as well as the 
attractiveness of tablets and their attitudes toward tablets. 
Based on the results of the pretest, we selected ten reviews 
that were appropriate for the second experiment, including 
eight reviews with a positive rating and two reviews with a 
negative rating (see Table 6). We identified no significant 
differences between the eight positive and two negative 
reviews. The length of ten reviews ranged from 35 to 39 
Chinese characters (Mean = 37.20, SD = 1.17), which was 
significantly shorter than the length of reviews considered 
in Study 1 (plength = 0.00). We again randomized the order of 
the ten reviews, but kept their sequence identical in the indi-
vidual- and group-based presentation formats (see in Fig. 3).

5.2 � Sample and procedures

We then recruited 101 college students to participate in 
the second experiment across three main settings, includ-
ing classrooms, libraries, and dormitories from the same 
campus. We excluded the participants in the pretest in the 

second experiment to avoid the potential of a learning effect. 
All participants offered valid inputs; they had an average age 
of 23.08 (SD = 2.42) and consisted of 67 females (66.34%). 
The experimental procedures and the instruments were the 
same as the ones implemented in Study 1, thus we do not 
repeat them here. The participants also reported their shop-
ping experience and product knowledge. Each participant 
received a small gift valued at RMB¥5 upon completing the 
questionnaire and were thereafter debriefed.

5.3 � Data analysis

5.3.1 � Manipulation check and psychometric properties

Again, we asked the participants to indicate “Whether the 
review system I just experienced enables reviewers to reply 
to others’ reviews?” with two answers, “yes” or “no,” as the 
manipulation check. When participants in the individual-
based presentation condition answered “no” or those in the 
group-based presentation condition answered “yes,” the 
manipulations were considered as valid. We identified 91 
cases that were successfully manipulated, with 41 in the 
individual-based presentation condition and 50 in the group-
based presentation condition, and 10 failure cases. The t-test 
results showed no significant differences in age and gender 
between (1) the retained valid sample (N = 91) and the ones 
screened out (N = 10) (page = 0.428; pgender = 0.249); and (2) 
the group presented with the group-based review information 
(N = 50) and the group presented with the individual-based 
review information (N = 41) (page = 0.340; pgender = 0.630). In 
addition, the T-test results also showed that consumers per-
ceived review information as being of higher social presence 
(t = 2.186, p = 0.031) when presented with the group-based 
presentation form (Mean = 4.776, SD = 1.059), as compared 
with the review information presented with the individual-
based presentation form (Mean = 4.298, SD = 1.014).

We then applied the same analysis procedures as we did 
in Study 2. Table 7 shows that all constructs’ factor load-
ings exceeded 0.70, indicating excellent convergent validity 
[12]. Cronbach’s Alpha of the four constructs also met the 
standard of 0.7, indicating good construct reliability [57]. In 
addition, the discriminant validity among the four constructs 
was supported because the items of any construct loaded 
higher on the particular construct than on the other three 
constructs [14].

5.3.2 � Hypotheses tests

We first conducted t-test analysis (see Table 8) and the 
results showed that (1) consumers who were presented 
with grouped review content (Mean = 5.420, SD = 0.911) 
perceived a higher level of review quality (t = 3.871, 
p < 0.001) than those presented with individual review 

Table 6   Results of pretest in study 2

Standard deviations are in parentheses. P-values: **: p < 0.05

Positivity score Negativity score

Positive reviews Overall 6.395 (0.762) 1.559 (0.887)
Review 1 6.316 (0.765) 1.553 (0.677)
Review 2 6.526 (0.716) 1.447 (0.714)
Review 3 6.421 (0.815) 1.447 (0.750)
Review 4 6.132 (0.767) 1.658 (0.804)
Review 5 6.395 (0.630) 1.579 (0.936)
Review 6 6.368 (0.871) 1.579 (1.091)
Review 7 6.421 (0.712) 1.579 (0.963)
Review 8 6.579 (0.712) 1.632 (1.037)
F-value 0.804 1.364

Negative reviews Overall 1.487 (0.939) 6.329 (1.140)
Review 9 1.553 (0.817) 6.289 (1.024)
Review 10 1.421 (1.042) 6.368 (1.244)
F-value 1.490 0.523
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content (Mean = 4.642, SD = 1.004), and (2) the consum-
ers who were presented with the grouped review content 
(Mean = 4.973, SD = 0.901) also reported a higher level 

of perceived review credibility (t = 3.237, p = 0.002) than 
those who were presented with individual review con-
tent (Mean = 4.285, SD = 1.129). Thus, H1 and H3 were 

Fig. 3   Experimental stimuli in study 2
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supported. However, the reviews in the group-based pres-
entation (Mean = 5.340, SD = 1.012) were rated as less 
understandable (t = − 2.102, p = 0.038) than the content 
featured in an individual-based presentation (Mean = 5.768, 
SD = 0.909), which did not support H2.

We then performed an OLS regression analysis (see in 
Table 9). The results showed that consumers’ perceptions of 
review quality (β = 0.484, p < 0.001), review understandabil-
ity (β = 0.412, p < 0.001), and review credibility (β = 0.344, 
p < 0.001) significantly led to review adoption intention, 
controlling for age (p > 0.05), gender (p > 0.05), shopping 
experience (p > 0.05) and product knowledge (p > 0.05).

Table 7   Psychometric 
properties in study 2

Cronbach’s alpha Factor loading

RQ RC RU RAI

Review quality RQ1 0.888 0.867 0.103 0.015 0.285
RQ2 0.897 0.167 0.020 0.087
RQ3 0.828 0.071 0.014 0.341

Review credibility RC1 0.934 0.165 0.886 − 0.001 0.228
RC2 0.086 0.926 0.088 0.122
RC3 0.102 0.922 − 0.017 0.235

Review understandability RU1 0.931 0.088 0.041 0.946 0.192
RU2 − 0.057 0.007 0.945 0.209

Review adoption intention RAI1 0.912 0.212 0.184 0.195 0.882
RAI2 0.330 0.280 0.187 0.780
RAI3 0.316 0.294 0.272 0.765

Table 8   Means and T-test 
results of the two review 
presentation forms in study 2

Standard deviations are in parentheses. P-values: ***: p < 0.01; **: p < 0.05

Individual-based design Group-based design T-tests

Review quality 4.642 (1.004) 5.420 (0.911) 3.871***
Review understandability 5.768 (0.909) 5.340 (1.012) − 2.102**
Review credibility 4.285 (1.129) 4.973 (0.901) 3.237***
Review adoption intention 4.472 (1.291) 5.113 (0.895) 2.792***

Table 9   OLS Regression results of the two review presentation forms in study 2

Standard deviations are in parentheses. P-values: ***: p < 0.01; **: p < 0.05

Review quality Review under-
standability

Review credibility Review adop-
tion Intention

Review presentation form − 0.765*** 0.434** − 0.730*** − 0.287
Review quality 0.441***
Review understandability 0.452***
Review credibility 0.308***
Control variables Age 0.009 0.022 0.009 − 0.006

Gender − 0.080 0.158 − 0.047 − 0.072
Shopping experience 0.033 0.073 − 0.134 − 0.040
Product knowledge − 0.137 − 0.105 0.071 0.064

R2 0.161 0.064 0.120 0.569

Table 10   PROCESS mediation analysis results in study 2

Indirect effect 95% Confidence interval 
(with 5000 bootstrap 
samples)

Review quality − 0.338 [− 0.563, − 0.146]
Review understandability 0.190 [0.019, 0.381]
Review credibility − 0.218 [− 0.445, − 0.055]
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Finally, we performed a mediation effect analysis (see in 
Table 10). We found that the indirect effects of perceived 
review quality (indirect effect: − 0.338, 95% confidence 
interval with 5000 bootstrap samples: [− 0.563, − 0.146]), 
review understandability (indirect effect: 0.190, 95% con-
fidence interval with 5000 bootstrap samples: [0.019, 
0.381]), and review credibility (indirect effect: − 0.218, 
95% confidence interval with 5000 bootstrap samples: 
[− 0.445, − 0.055]) were all significant. Consumers pre-
sented with grouped review content displayed a higher inten-
tion to adopt the review than those who were presented with 
individual review content, and such effects were mediated 
by increased review quality and credibility. Thus, both H4 
and H6 were supported. However, the group-based presenta-
tion form mitigated consumers’ intention to adopt reviews 
through impaired review understandability to a greater 
extent than the individual-based presentation form. Thus, H5 
was not supported. Meanwhile, the direct effect of presenta-
tion forms on consumer review adoption intention turned out 
to be non-significant (direct effect: − 0.275, 95% confidence 
interval with 5000 bootstrap samples: [− 0.648, 0.098]). 
These results remained stable when all covariates (i.e., age, 
gender, shopping experience and product knowledge) were 
controlled.

5.4 � Discussion

The results of Study 2 were consistent with those in Study 1. 
We found that the group-based presentation of review con-
tent (vs. individual-based) increased consumers’ perceptions 
of review quality and credibility, but decreased their percep-
tions of review understandability. Moreover, the mediation 
effects of the perceived review quality, understandability and 
credibility remained robust in Study 2, where we incorpo-
rated review content with mixed valences. Specifically, com-
pared with the individual-based form, the group-based pres-
entation of review content enhanced consumers’ intention 
to adopt reviews by increasing their perceptions of review 
quality and credibility, but mitigated their adoption intention 
by decreasing the perceived review understandability.

6 � General discussion

This study aims to investigate how presentation form can 
elicit the sense of being with others, thereby influencing con-
sumers’ evaluation and adoption intention of review infor-
mation in the online shopping context. Drawing on social 
presence theory, we design two types of review presentations 
with individual- and group-based presentation formats. The 
individual-based presentation form presents online reviews 
one by one; the group-based presentation form clusters indi-
vidual reviews and provides a sense of collective viewpoints, 

group interaction, and social presence. We further identify 
three facets of consumers’ evaluations of review information, 
that is, review quality, understandability, and credibility, and 
propose an integrated framework of the review presentation 
form. This integrated framework accounts for the influence 
of social presence perception, which is realized through 
presentation form, on consumers’ evaluation and adoption 
intention of review information. The results across the two 
studies showed that consumers who used the group-based 
presentation form (i.e. high social presence), compared with 
those who used the individual-based presentation form (i.e. 
low social presence), evaluated the review information 
as being of higher quality and more credible. Contrary to 
our expectation, the review information that was featured 
through the group-based presentation form was perceived 
as being less understandable than the reviews arranged in 
an individual-based presentation form. Further, consumers 
were more likely to adopt the review information presented 
in the group-based (vs. individual-based) form, which were 
mediated through higher levels of review quality and cred-
ibility, but were less likely to adopt reviews due to a lower 
level of review understandability. The possible reason for the 
negative relationship between social presence perception and 
consumers’ perceptions of review understandability is that, 
when consumers read and make sense of clustered review 
information from different individuals, they are motivated 
to understand the nuanced logical relationships among the 
leading and reply messages. Thus, they are more likely to 
experience a high level of cognitive dissonance [33]. Next, 
we discuss the theoretical and practical implications of our 
findings.

6.1 � Implications for theory and practice

First, this work extends the understanding of how online 
reviews affect consumer evaluations and behavior through 
the lens of technology design. Previous research has typi-
cally examined (1) the impacts of review information content 
or context on review helpfulness, consumer risk perception, 
and product sales [10, 25, 31, 44] or (2) the impacts of tech-
nology design on consumer loyalty, shopping experience, 
and adoption behavior [16, 34, 43]. Very few works have 
addressed the gap to bridge online review and technology 
design. In addition, researchers in both IS and marketing 
usually refer to social psychology theories with an individ-
ual-based focus [34, 43, 45, 54]; few attempts have been 
made to investigate how online reviews featured in different 
presentation forms would foster a sense of being with oth-
ers. To the best of our knowledge, we are among the first 
to investigate how presentation form can induce a sense of 
social presence and can influence consumers’ evaluations 
and adoption of review information. Specifically, the group-
based presentation form presents individual pieces of review 
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information collectively, with one as the leading message 
and the others as following messages. Such an innovative 
review presentation form offers a new angle for understand-
ing the power of technology design in materializing and 
maximizing the persuasive effects of review information 
among consumers.

Second, we contribute to the IS literature relating to 
social presence theory by disclosing its power in inform-
ing technology design from the original lens of “being with 
another” in the virtual context. Previous research has mainly 
investigated how user perceptions of social presence toward 
a given technology drive their technology use behaviors [39, 
70] or how to mimic human beings (i.e., anthropomorphism) 
through technology design and induce consumers’ purchase 
intentions [32, 61]. Very few efforts have been devoted to 
the potential power of technology design that truly realizes 
“being with another”— the collective presentation of online 
information from independent users who are supposed to 
have limited communications and interactions. Specifically, 
our findings demonstrate that the sense of social presence 
elicited through the group-based review presentation form 
effectively promotes consumers’ review adoption intention 
through the enhanced evaluation of review quality and cred-
ibility. It is also noteworthy that the group-based presenta-
tion form impedes consumers’ review adoption intention 
by decreasing review understandability. Thus, our findings 
highlight the double-edged effects of social presence, as elic-
ited by review presentation design, on consumers’ review 
adoption intention.

Third, we offer an integrative framework for the review 
presentation form. The extant literature offers rich knowl-
edge concerning how consumers are motivated to adopt 
review information with different characteristics [36, 60, 71, 
81], but there are few works that offer a unified viewpoint. 
We synthesize insights from the extant information adop-
tion studies that usually cover one [42, 78] or two facets 
[36, 81] of the review evaluation. Specifically, we adopt a 

multiple-facet approach and propose three aspects of con-
sumer evaluation on review information, that is, review 
quality, understandability, and credibility. More importantly, 
we find that the senses of social presence nurtured by the 
group-based review presentation form led to a higher adop-
tion intention of review information by enhancing consumer 
perceptions of quality and credibility of review information, 
but decreased the adoption intention by undermining the 
degree of review understandability. As such, our findings 
highlight the controversial influence of social presence in 
the review information presentation form on consumers’ 
review adoption intention through the dynamic mediations 
of multiple-facet review information evaluation. Table 11 
summarizes the key insights and corresponding theoretical 
implications of our study.

Our study also yields important implications for manag-
ers. First, we introduce an innovative form of review presen-
tation, namely the group-based presentation form. Unlike the 
traditional individual-based presentation form, the group-
based form presents online reviews in clusters, with an initial 
piece of review information as the leading message and other 
pieces as the following messages. Our findings suggest that 
the group-based presentation form leads to improved review 
quality and credibility, but decreases understandability as 
perceived by consumers. Therefore, e-commerce managers 
or e-tailers are encouraged to adopt this innovative tool with 
caution when using it to harness the persuasive power of 
online reviews. For example, the lower understandability 
of grouped review information is attributable to a lack of 
genuine dialogues among the review messages. As such, 
e-commerce platforms applying the group-based presenta-
tion form are advised to employ algorithms or other meth-
odologies to assign grouped reviews in a way to improve the 
logical connections among the review messages as “replies 
to one another”.

Second, we introduce an innovative review presentation 
form for small- to medium- sized e-tailers to artificially 

Table 11   Summary of theoretical implications

Key insights of our study Theoretical implications

Experimental manipulation on review presentation form
• Individual-based (i.e., low social presence)
• Group-based (i.e., high social presence)

• Extend the understanding of how online reviews affect consumer 
evaluation and behavior through the lens of technology design

Consumer evaluation on review information
• Review quality
• Review understandability
• Review credibility

• Enrich the literature on consumer evaluation of review information, 
that is, multiple facets rather than single facet

Research hypotheses
• The influences of review presentation form on consumer evaluation 

on review information (H1, H3 supported; H2 not supported)
• The mediated associations between review presentation design and 

information adoption through three-facet review evaluation (H4, H6 
supported; H5 not supported)

• Offer an integrated framework of review presentation form
• Highlight the role of social presence theory in instructing technology 

design to collectively present information from individual users
• Reveal the mediation effects of the three-facet review evaluation in 

the relationship between review presentation form and information 
adoption
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present a limited amount of orders and reviews, and elicit 
a sense of social presence among potential buyers. Most 
e-commerce platforms encourage consumers to refer to prior 
reviews and offer a hybrid form of individual- and group-
based presentation, which results in fewer opportunities 
for start-up sellers to attract potential buyers and motivate 
them to write reviews. Our findings not only demonstrate 
the superiority of the group-based presentation in enhancing 
consumers’ evaluations and adoption intention of the review 
content, but also offer an alternative way for e-commerce 
platforms to nurture a vivid sense of group discussion with-
out counting on consumers’ voluntary participation.

Third, our study offers a unified framework of review 
presentation forms for website designers. While the group-
based presentation form demonstrated controversial impacts 
in enhancing perceived review quality and credibility while 
impeding understandability, all three aspects of consumer 
evaluation on review information motivated consumer adop-
tion intention of review information. As such, when incorpo-
rating social elements in the review presentation forms, web 
designers are advised to balance their use of the traditional 
individual-based and the proposed innovative group-based 
presentation forms, so as to boost consumer confidence in 
the review information as well as potential sales.

6.2 � Limitations and future research directions

We discuss several limitations with this study, which offer 
opportunities for further research. First, our experimental 
samples were college students from one top-tier university in 
China. Although empirical evidence has extensively shown 
that college students constitute a representative and signifi-
cant portion of e-commerce consumers and that China is a 
country of leading Internet unicorns,3 we suggest that future 
studies replicate our group-based presentation form in real 
e-commerce settings and across different cultural contexts. 
Second, future research may extend our efforts to address 
the ambivalent influences of social presence on consumer 
perception, evaluation, and behavior. For example, future 
endeavors may look up the potential boundary conditions 
of group size (i.e., ten review messages in the group-based 
presentation form in this study) or the perceived dialogue 
genuineness (i.e., artificially grouped in this study) for the 
negative relationship between consumer perceptions of 
social presence and review understandability. Researchers 
can also expand our research framework beyond review 
adoption intention. In a post-purchase context, scholars can 

investigate if such a group-based review information pres-
entation can motivate consumers’ participation intention to 
add more review content. Third, the three facets of review 
information evaluation, namely review quality, understand-
ability, and credibility, are assumed to be independent from 
each other in our study. Therefore, we suggest that future 
studies extend our findings by taking into consideration of 
their interdependence [23, 55]. Finally, given that we are 
among the first to design an online information presentation 
through the social presence lens (i.e., group-based presen-
tation design), future research can continue this endeavor 
by incorporating the social presence element into technol-
ogy design in wider research topics and contexts (e.g., film, 
crowdfunding, virtual communities).

7 � Conclusion

Our study proposes an innovative review presentation form, 
that is the group-based presentation form, where individual 
pieces of review information are presented collectively. 
The persuasive power of the group-based presentation form 
is informed by social presence theory and is empirically 
verified in our experiment. Compared with the traditional 
individual-based presentation form, the group-based pres-
entation form elicits higher levels of social presence as well 
as stronger perceptions of review quality and credibility 
among consumers. At the same time, it is shown to reduce 
review understandability. This study significantly advances 
the knowledge on the impacts of technology design on 
human–computer interactions, consumer behavior, and 
information adoption.
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