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ABSTRACT

Imagereviewscandirectlyindicatesocioeconomicstatus(SES)ofreviewers,whichiscompletely
differentfromtextreviews.However,imagereviewsareunderthewaytobedeeplyexploredthe
effectofreviewers’SESdisclosuresoncustomerpurchaseintention.Thisresearchusesexperimental
methodtoexaminesocialstatuseffectofreviewersindifferentconsumptionsettingsandtheunderlying
mechanism.ThefindingsdemonstratethatSESdisclosureofreviewershasasignificantinfluence
oncustomers’purchaseintentions,indicatingthatparticipantshavehigherpurchaseintentionwhen
theyperceivethattheproductsarerecommendedbyhighSESreviewersthanbylowSESreviewers.
However,thesocialstatuseffectoccurswhentheproductisconsumedinpublicbutdoesnotoccur
whentheproductisconsumedinprivate.Thisresearchalsofindsthatparticipantswithhighself-
presentationconcernswouldbesignificantlyinfluencedbyreviewers’SESwhenaproductisconsumed
inpublic,butparticipantswithlowself-presentationconcernwouldnotbeinfluenced.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Onlinereviewshavebecomeanimportantproductinformationsourceforconsumersastheymake
finalpurchasedecision;therefore,onlinereviewsareconsideredtobeanindispensabletoolforonline
vendorstopromotetheirproducts(Pan&Zhang,2011;Khareetal.,2011).Forthebenefitsofbuyers
andvendors,mostshoppingwebsitesacrosstheglobehavebeenconstantlydevelopingtheirreview
systemstoimproveconsumers’shoppingexperiences(Srinivasanetal.,2002),tohelpthemmake
betterpurchasedecisions,andtoincreasevendors’sales(Chenetal.,2011).

Currently,imagereviews,aformofonlinereviews,arebecomingmorecommoninreviewsystems
formostleadingshoppingwebsites,suchasAmazon.comandTaobao.com.Byusingcustomerimage
reviews,onlinevendorswanttoattractmorepotentialcustomersandimprovetheirownprofitability.
Imagereviewspresentproductpicturesthatcustomerstakepersonally,evencustomers’selfieswith
theproducts.Imagereviewsoftendiscloseactualcustomers’socialstatusinformationunintentionally.
Inotherwords,onlinevendorsjustintendtoattractmorecustomersviatrustworthyimagereviews,
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butthereviewsoftenpresentunintentionalsocialstatuscuesofreviewersatthesametime.Online
vendorshavetoconsiderwhetherthesocialstatusdisclosuresofreviewerswouldpositivelyimpact
customers’purchaseintention.

Inpractice,mosttext-basedonlinereviewsdonotdiscloseanysocialstatusinformationfrom
reviewers,especiallyfromanonymousones(Formanetal.,2008).Ontheotherhand,mostimage-
basedonlinereviewsdisclosereviewers’socialstatuscuesmoreorlesswhenactualcustomerspresent
productimageswithinreviews.However,previousresearchonlytargetedsourcesdisclosurebased
onverbaldescriptiveinformationintextreviews,suchasreviewers’realname,location(Forman
etal.,2008), lowversushighoccupationstatus(securityguardvs.architect)(Shalev&Morwitz,
2012),anddemographicsimilarity(gender,age,occupationandeducation).Althoughimage-based
onlinereviewshavestartedtointerestsomescholars,littleisknownabouttheeffectofsocialstatus
disclosureofreviewersonimage-basedonlinereviews.

Pastresearchhasdemonstratedthatpriorcustomers’socioeconomicstatus(SES)couldinfluence
purchaseintentionofpotentialcustomers(Shalev&Morwitz,2012).Extendingthisperspectiveto
image-basedonlinereviews,thecurrentresearchexaminestheeffectofreviewers’SESonthepurchase
intentionsofpotentialcustomersbasedonimagereviews.Utilizingproductconsumptiontheory,the
authorsfurtherarguethemoderationeffectofdifferentproductconsumedsettingsonsocialstatus
effect.Theauthorsalsodemonstratetheunderlyingmechanismofsocialstatuseffect.Moreover,the
authorsdiscussaneffectivewaytoimproveSESpositiveimpact.Totestthehypotheses,theauthors
useexperimentalmethod.Theauthors’workdeepenstheunderstandingofreviewers’socialstatus
effectintheory.Inpractice,thefindingsinthisresearchcouldbenefitonlinevendorsbyidentifying
morepersuasiveimagereviews.Theresearchresultsalsoprovideclearinstructionsabouthowto
improvecustomers’purchaseintentionbytechnologicallydealwithimagereviews.

THEoRETICAL BACKGRoUND

Social Status Effect of online Reviews
Animage-basedonlinereviewisanimportantpresentationformattoprovideproductinformationfor
potentialcustomers.Socialstatusdisclosureofreviewersispresentedinanonverbalformatinimage
reviews.Visualcuesaremorebelievablethanverbaldescriptiveinformation,andtheyalsomake
informationmoreintuitivetoreviewreaders.Specifically,reviewers’SEScuescouldbedisclosed
directlyfromproductbackgroundinimagereviews.Comparingthefollowingtwoimagereviewsof
clothing,thetextcontentisidentical,buttheSESofthereviewerishighorlowindividually(seeFigure
1).Potentialcustomerswouldseeclothingphotographedwithdifferentbackgroundsembeddedin
imageonlinereviews.Whichimagereviewswillbeconsideredmorepersuasivetopotentialcustomers?

Socioeconomicstatusisanimportantvariableinfluencingcustomers’attitudesandbehaviors
inmarketingliteratures.CustomerswithhigherSEShavemoresignificantinfluencethanaverage
customers(Bosteretal.,2009),andtheyaremorepersuasivethanothersaswell(Strodtbeck
etal.,1957).CustomerswithlowerSESmightdecreasepersuasiveeffectoftheirsuggestion
(Solomon&Englis,1996)andmakepotentialcustomerslessinterestedinbuyingproductsthey
recommend (Shalev&Morwitz,2012).Theauthorsdefine this influenceasa“social status
effect”inthisresearch.Onlinesocialstatuseffectcanbemoresignificantthanofflinesocial
status effect. It is difficult for potential customers to know about social status cues of prior
customerswhentheybuyproductsinofflineshops.Mostofthemarestrangersandhavenot
seeneachother.Veryfewcuescouldstimulatesocialstatuseffect.Bycontrast,onlineimage
reviewsprovideanopportunityforpotentialcustomerstoobservesocialcuesofactualbuyers.
Socialstatuseffectwouldbegenerateddirectly.

However,socialstatuseffectisdouble-edged.Onlinevendorsprobablycouldnotachievetheir
desiredgoalsbasedonimageonlinereviews.Itcouldevenbackfire.Itisveryimportantforonline
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vendorstounderstandhowreviewers’SESinformationembeddedinimagereviewsimpactspotential
customers’productattitudes.

online Reviews and Purchase Intention
Onlinereviewspresentimportantinformationaboutactualcustomers’productevaluationtopotential
customers. Moreover, online reviews have a significant impact on customer purchase intention.
However,pastresearchmainlyfocusesontheinfluenceoftextcontentattributesofonlinereviews,
suchasreviewvalanceandargumentquality(Zhangetal.,2014;Ketron,2017).Somestudieshave
startedtoexploretheeffectofreviewersoncustomerpurchaseintention,suchasperceivedsource
trustworthiness(López&Sicilia,2014;Banerjeeetal.,2017).

Furthermore,pastresearchalsofocusesonrevieweridentity-relatedinformation(Formanetal.,
2008;Shalev&Morwitz,2012).Forexample,ShalevandMorwitz(2012)demonstratedtheinfluence
of thelow-statusinfluenceroncustomerpurchaseintention.Thisresearchfocusedonreviewers’
self-descriptionsabouttheiroccupation(securityguardvs.architect)intext-basedonlinereviews.
However,fewactualcustomerswouldliketodescribetheirownoccupationinformationinonline
reviewsinpractice.Similarly,reviewers’realnamesorlocationsinotherresearch(Formanetal.,
2008)wouldnotusuallybeprovidedbyactualreviewersoncurrentshoppingwebsites,especiallyin
China.Recently,someresearchershavebeguntofocusontheinfluenceofreviewerprofileimages
onperceivedhelpfulness(Karimi&Wang,2017).

However,theauthorsconsiderthatpotentialcustomersprobablyprefertoreadimagereviews
thanprofileimages.Todeepentheunderstandingaboutinterpersonalinfluencefromcustomerimage
reviews,theauthorsexaminetheeffectofsocialstatusinformationfromimagereviewsoncustomer
purchaseintention,andtheauthorsexplorethemechanismoftheeffectofreviewers’SESonpotential
customers’purchaseintention.

Product Consumption and Social Status Effect
Product-social behavior relationships have received much attention in the social and marketing
sciences.Productsarenolongerconsumedfortheirfunctionalvaluesinusebutforsymbolicvalues
tosatisfytheusers’socialwants(Levy,1959;Bhat&Reddy,1998;Prónay&Hetesi,2016;Parket

Figure 1. High SES and low SES reviewer
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al.,1986).Forexample,appearance-relatedproducts,suchasclothing,arenolongerameremeans
ofwarmthbutareviewedassymbolicproductsofsocialstatusforindividuals(Belketal.,1982;
Solomon,1983).Thus,productconsumptionisonewayforuserstoexpresstheirsocialself-image
(Schenk&Holman,1979),socialidentification(Banister&Hogg,2004)andsocialstatus(Ekincietal.,
2013).Customersuseproductstoassistthemselvesinthecreation,confirmationandcommunication
oftheirownidentity(Belketal.,1982;Bhat&Reddy,1998).

Productconsumptionissymbolicforcustomers(Holt,1998).However,customer-product
interactionsdonot provide thewhole story.Hirschman (1981) considered that a sender and
receiverwererequiredforasymbol(Hirschman,1981).Thus,symbolicinteractionismexplains
theinterrelationshipsamongcustomers,productsandaudiences(Hoggetal.,2009).Thecustomer-
productrelationshipisessentiallyabidirectionalinteractiveeffect.People(audiences)evaluate
others(customers)largelybasedontheirownpossessions(products)(Solomon,1983).However,
thelinkdirectionbetweencustomersandproductsissometimesreversed.Potentialcustomers
(audiences)alsoevaluateproductsbasedontheirusers’status(priorcustomers)(Senguptaet
al.,2002;Ekincietal.,2013).

Whenproductusersconveysocioeconomicstatusimpressionstoafuturecustomer,socialstatus
effectstakeplace.ShalevandMorwitz(2012)suggestedthat“consumersdonotaspiretobemembers
ofalow-statusgroupandwouldnotnormallyacceptinfluencefromactualmembersofthatgroup.”
Thus,low-statussourcesusuallyexertnegativeinfluencesonpotentialcustomers’attitudesabout
products.Potentialcustomersrejecttheproductsconsumedbylow-statussourceswhentheywishto
dissociatefromthem(Shalev&Morwitz,2012).Highstatuscustomersuseproductconsumptionto
differentiatethemselvesfromlowstatusones(Veblen,1994).Moreover,customerstendtopositively
evaluateopinionsprovidedbycustomerswithhighsocioeconomicstatus(Corey,1971).

Inpreviousresearch,sourcecuesintext-basedonlinereviewsarebasedondescriptiveinformation,
suchasreviewers’locations(Formanetal.,2008)andoccupations(Shalev&Morwitz,2012).Those
sourcecueshaveasignificantinfluenceoncustomerpurchasedecisions(Formanetal.,2008;Shalev
&Morwitz,2012).However,moreinterestinrecentyearshasbeendevelopedabouttheimpactof
reviewerimagesassocialcuesoncustomerbehaviors,suchasreviewerprofileimages(Karimi&
Wang,2017).Image-basedonlinereviews,asanewformatofcustomerimage,presentactualbuyers’
imagestopotentialcustomers.Potentialcustomersusuallycouldperceivethesocioeconomicstatus
ofreviewersbasedonbackgrounddetailsinimagereviews.Althoughsocioeconomicstatusisan
importantvariableinsocialpsychologyresearch,theeffectofsocioeconomicstatuscuesembedded
in online reviews on customer behavior is still unexplored. This research tries to examine the
socioeconomiceffectsofimage-basedonlinereviewsoncustomerpurchaseintention.

Self-Presentation Concern
Aconsiderableamountofresearchhasinvestigatedpsychologicalmechanismsofsocialinfluence.
Theauthorsproposethatsocialstatuseffectislargelymotivatedbyself-presentationconcernswhen
customersreadimagereviews.

Goffman(1959),firstintroducingself-presentation,describedapersonmanagingself-presentation
asan“actor”.Thepersonislikelytopresenthimselffavorablytoothersineverydaylifesimilartoan
actoronastage(Goffman,1959).Theself-presentationmotivationsaretopleaseothers(theaudience),
toconstructone’spublicselfinawaythatequatestohisorheridealself-image(Baumeister,1982)
andtoexpressone’sself-identitytoothers(Leary,1995).Todate,self-presentationmotivationconcern
iswidelyaddressedinsocialpsychologyresearch,especiallyinregardstopersonalwebspace(Schau
&Gilly,2003),personalhomepage(Dominick,1999;Jungetal.,2007;Doring,2002),A-listblogs
(Trammell&Keshelashvili,2005)andothersocialmediaplatforms(Collianderetal.,2017;Fox&
Vendemia,2016;Fullwoodetal.,2016).

Self-presentationconcernisoftenrelatedtoconsumption.Moreover,customers’self-presentation
concernsaredistinctivebetweenprivateandpublicconsumptionsettings(Ratner&Kahn,2002;
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Sundaretal.,2017),similartoactorsback-stageversusfront-stage(Goffman,1959;Goffman,1978).
Self-presentationconcernishigherinapublicconsumptionsettingthaninaprivateone(Sundar,
2017; White & Dahl, 2006), and it has different influences on customer perceptions in private
andpublicsettings.Sundar(2017)showedthatpowerperceptionsmediatetheinfluenceofvisual
representationonserviceusageintentions,butthisresulthappensonlywhenserviceconsumption
occursinpublic(Sundar,2017).WhiteandDahl(2006)alsofoundthatdissociativereferencegroups
aremoreinfluentialformaleswhenconsumptiontakesplaceinpublic.

Customerconsumptionattempts tocommunicatesymbolicmeaning(Grubbetal.,1967)
andtofurtherpresentidealsocialself-imagestoothers(Sirgy,1982).Customersuseproduct
consumptionforself-definition(Solomon,1983).Whenconsumptionoccursinpublic,customers
are more concerned with their public appearances (Baumeister, 1982) and try to present a
positiveself-imagetoothers(Wooten&Reed,2004).One’spublicselfisconstructedbyself-
presentation(Baumeister1982).Forexample,clothingcanbeviewedasapossessiontoexpress
self-presentationwhenclothingisconsumedinpublic(Piacentini&Mailer,2004)andcanbe
considereda“secondskin”bywhichothersseetheirowners(Belk,1988).However,theself-
presentationconcernsofcustomerswouldbereducedwhenclothingisconsumedinaprivate
setting(White&Dahl,2006).Thisisbecausecustomersdonotneedtopresentapositiveimage
toothersinprivate(White&Dahl,2006;Sundaretal.,2017).

HyPoTHESIS DEVELoPMENT

Socioeconomic Status Background Embedded in Image Reviews
Socioeconomicstatusisrelatedtoanindividual’seducationandincome,anditcanbeusedtoscale
individualsocialclassrank(Krausetal.,2012;Adleretal.,2000).Perceivedsocialclassisthebasison
whichindividualsrankthemselvescomparedtoothers(Krausetal.,2012).Individualsocioeconomic
statusisrootedindifferentlevelsofmaterialresources,suchasconsumedproducts(Krausetal.,
2012).Accordingly,customersbuyproductsnotonlyforutilitarianbenefitsbutalsoforsatisfying
theirownsocialwants(Bhat&Reddy,1998).Somesharedcontextinformation,suchaspictures,
canpresentobservablesymbolsofwealth,educationandoccupationandthuscanserveassignalsof
socialclass(Krausetal.,2012).Inthisresearch,theauthorssuggestthatthesocioeconomicstatus
ofreviewerscouldbeidentifiedfromimagereviews.

Pastworkhasshownthatcustomers’attitudesandbehaviorsaredirectlyinfluencedbyattributes
ofinformationsources,regardlessoftheinformationincluded(Menon&Blount,2003;Formanetal.,
2008).Customersprimarilyfocusonpossessionsofthehigh-statusgroup,andtheydivergefromthe
lowstatusgroup(Berger&Heath,2007).Image-basedonlinereviewsoftenpresentsocioeconomic
statuscuesofproductusers topotentialcustomers.Whenproductusers in imagereviewsareof
lowsocioeconomicstatus,potentialcustomersprobablywoulddecreasetheirpurchaseintention.In
contrast,whenproductusersinimagereviewsareofhighsocioeconomicstatus,potentialcustomers
probablywouldincreasetheirpurchaseintention.Therefore,theauthorspredictedthefollowing:

H1:Acustomerwillhaveagreaterintentiontobuyaproductwhentheproductisrecommendedby
imagereviewswithhigherSESreviewersthanbythosewithlowerSES.

Product Consumption Setting
In previous online review literature, the majority of scholars have demonstrated the moderation
effectofproducttype(searchvs.experience)oncustomerbehaviors.Productconsumptioncould
occurindifferentconsumptionsettings.Backtosocialstatuseffect,theauthorssuggestthatproduct
consumptionsettingshouldbeconsideredtofurtherexploredifferentinfluencesofreviewsources
oncustomerperceptions.
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Goffman(1978)hasdistinguishedactors’differentbehaviorsbetweenfrontstageandback-stage.
Actorstightlyobeynormsandconventionstobuildtheirpublicimagewhentheyarefront-stage,while
theyprobablyusesubstandardlanguageandswearwhentheyarebackstageandoutoftheaudience’s
view(Goffman,1978).Similarly,customershavedifferentbehaviorsinpublicandprivatesettings.
Forexample,customerswouldusebrandchoicetosendasignalwhenaproductisconsumedinpublic
(Wernerfelt,1990).Customerswouldhavemorevariety-seekingbehaviorswhentheirdecisionsare
subjecttopublicscrutiny(Ratner&Kahn,2002).

Moreover,socialinteractionwouldhappenwithproductsinapublicsetting.Malecustomers
arelessinclinedtochooseaproductassociatedwithfemalecustomersthananeutralproductwhen
theproductistobeconsumedinpublic,butthiseffectwouldbediminishedwhentheproductis
consumedinaprivatesetting(White&Dahl,2006).Extendingthisperspective,theauthorsintroduce
theproductconsumptionsettingasakeymoderatorof theinfluenceofsocioeconomicstatuson
customers’attitudes.Theauthorssuggestthatthesocialstatuseffectwouldbedifferentwhenproducts
areconsumedinpublicorinprivate.

H2:Thesocialstatuseffectofimagereviewsismoderatedbytheproductconsumptionsetting.The
socialstatuseffectwilltakeplacewhentheproductisconsumedinapublicsetting,butitdoes
notoccurwhentheproductisconsumedinaprivatesetting.

Customer Self-presentation Concern
Differentcustomershavedifferentself-presentationconcerns(White&Dahl,2006).The
authorsuseself-presentationconcernstoidentifythemechanismofthesocialstatuseffect
basedonimageonlinereviews.Customersuseaproductasasymboltoexpresstheiridentity
toothers (Schau&Gilly, 2003).Therefore, self-presentation concernswould emerge for
customerswhentheybuyproductsconsumedinpublic.Individualself-presentationdemands
impact their product choice (Solomon 1983). Customers with different self-presentation
concernshavedifferentattitudesonthesameproductswiththesamesourcecues(White&
Dahl,2006;Sundaretal.,2017).Inthepublicconsumptionsetting,customershavegreater
intentionstobuyaproductthatisrecommendedbyhighSESreviewersratherthanbylow
SESreviewerswhen theyarehigh inself-presentationconcerns.Furthermore,customers
who are low in self-presentation concerns will not be influenced by reviewer SES. The
authorsarguethefollowing:

H3:Inthepublicconsumptionsetting,thesocialstatuseffectofimagereviewswillbesignificantly
highlightedwhenpotentialcustomersareinhighself-presentationconcernsbutwillnotoccur
whenpotentialcustomersareinlowself-presentationconcerns.

RESEARCH METHoD

In this study, an experiment is conducted to test these hypotheses. The authors conduct
thisresearchinthreestagestodevelopasoundexperimentalprocedure.First,thisresearch
identifies appropriate products, consumption settings and effective stimulus materials in
theexperiment.Second,apilotstudyisconductedtocheckthemanipulation:consumption
settings and stimulus materials. Finally, the authors conduct the main experiment to test
these hypotheses. The main experiment is a 2(reviewer SES: high vs. low) ×2(product
consumption setting: private vs. public) ×2(customer self-presentation concern: high vs.
low)between-subjectsdesign.ReviewerSESandproductconsumptionsettingisdesigned,
andself-presentationconcernismeasured.
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Selection of Products
Clothingisselectedasaproductsampleintheexperiment.Thisisduetothesymbolicmeaningof
clothing,theaccessibilitytocustomers(Banister&Hogg,2004)andtheirconsumptionsettings.First,
clothingconsumptioncanconveyconsumers’tastesandvaluestowardsothersinapublicsetting
(Banister&Hogg,2004).Clothingisassociatedwithcustomers’self-presentation(Piacentini&Mailer,
2004).Moreover,theSESofclothingusershasasignificantimpactonotherpotentialcustomers’
purchaseintention(Shalev&Morwitz,2012).Second,clothingisusedbothforpublicandprivate
occasions.Thisisappropriateintheexperimentaldesign.Third,mostcustomershaveexperiencewith
buyingclothingonline.ReportsbasedonCNNIC(2017)showedthatclothingwasthelargest-selling
productonlineinChina.Finally,asanexperienceproduct,clothingisappropriateforpresentation
basedonimageformatreviews(Xuetal.,2015;Overmars&Poels,2015).Customersprefertoread
imageonlinereviewswhentheybuyclothing(Liu&Du,2019).Furthermore,theauthorschoosea
T-shirtastheproductsampleintheexperimentbasedonrelevantresearch(Shalev&Morwitz,2012).

Consumption Setting Manipulation
Theauthorsmanipulateconsumptionsettingsbyusinginstructionalstatementsthatappearbefore
T-shirtinformationintroductioninthepilotstudy.Thescenariointheexperimententailsparticipants
topurchaseaproductforthemselves.Inthepublicconsumptionsetting,participantsareaskedto
imaginethattheyaregoingtobuyaT-shirtsuitedforapublicoccasion,suchashavingclassor
goingoutwithfriends.Intheprivateconsumptionsetting,participantsareaskedtoimaginethatthey
aregoingtobuyaT-shirtsuitedonlyforhomeuse.Thisimaginationapproachisadoptedfrompast
research(Mothersbaughetal.,2012;Jinetal.,2014).

AfterreadingtheassumedsettingandT-shirtintroduction,participantsareaskedtorespondto
fourquestionsformanipulationcheck(White&Dahl,2006).Theitemsaremeasuredonaseven-
pointLikertscalerangingfrom1(extremelydisagree)to7(extremelyagree).Thefouritemsare
showninTable1.

Stimulus Material Manipulation
TheT-shirt informationand its image reviewsarebothextracted fromTaobao.com tomake the
experimentstimulisimilartorealshoppingwebsites.Taobao.comprovidesmassiveimagereviews
forus toselectappropriate reviewsamples in theexperiment.Theauthors first select six image
reviewssentbyactualcustomersonTaobao.com.Eachimagereviewincludestextcontentandone
productimage.TheimagereviewsareaboutafictionalT-shirtapparelbrand,whichismodifiedby
anonymizinganysignsoftheactualbrand.TheT-shirtbrandisassumed“AB”toruleoutfamous
brandeffect.TheselectedimagereviewsnotonlyprovideT-shirtimagespostedbycustomersbutalso
presentSEScuesofactualcustomers.Eachimageinthesereviewshasaclearproductpictureandan
identifiablecustomerSESbackground.Thetextcontentinthesereviewsconsistsofapproximately
60wordsonaverage.

Theauthorsmanipulatereviewers’SESbackgrounds(highvs.low)intheimagereviews.Each
conditionincludesthreepositiveimagereviewsabouttheT-shirt.Moreover,threeimagereviews,
asamanageablesubset,isidentifiedashigh-SESbackground,andanotherthreeimagereviews,as
amanageablesubset,isidentifiedaslow-SESbackground.Toavoidabiaseffectofdifferenttext
contentintwosubsets,theauthorsselectthreetextreviewsasthetextportionofeachthreeimage
reviewsforhighSESandlowSES,separately.

Participantsanswer fourquestions foreach image review.The four itemsareabout income,
education,occupationandsocioeconomicstatus(Shalev&Morwitz,2012;Krausetal.,2012),as
showninTable1.Thescalerangesfrom1(extremelydisagree)to7(extremelyagree).Thequestions
arethesameastheitemsusedtomeasureparticipants’recallonreviewers’SESinthemainexperiment.
Theresultsofthepilotstudyareusedtofurtherrefinethelistofimagereviews,whichbecomesthe
finalversionusedinthemainstudy.
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Experimental Procedures
Atotalof196participants,undergraduatestudentsfromXidianUniversity,completethemainstudy
ofthisexperimentonline.Participantsgetabonusasarewardvia“redenvelopeluckydraw”inWe
chatAPP.Participantsarerandomlyassignedtooneoffourconditions:2(reviewerSES:highvs.low)
×2(productconsumptionsetting:privatevs.public).Eachtreatmentgroupincludesapproximately
49participants.

Thecoverstoryexplains that the research is focusedoncustomers’attitudes towardsonline
reviews.Consumptionsettings(publicvs.private)aremanipulatedusingimaginationmethodatthe
beginningoftheexperiment.Next,participantsarepresentedwithadetailedT-shirtintroduction,
whichincludesaT-shirtimageandtextdescriptionprovidedbyonlinevendors.Then,threeimage
reviewstimuli(SES:highvs.low)follow.Participantsarerequiredtoreadtheimagereviewscarefully.
Whentheyfinishreadingalloftheinformation,participantsrespondtoafewquestions,including
theirpurchaseintentiontothisT-shirtandtheirownself-presentationconcerns.Then,attheendofthe
experiment,participantsareaskedtorecallthereviewers’SESthattheyhavereadandtosubsequently
answerquestionstocompleteratingsofthereviewers’SES.Therecallmeasureisachecktoensure
thatparticipantshavepaidenoughattentiontotheproductimagesinthosereviews.Ifparticipants
havereceivedthereviewers’SESinformationembeddedintheimagereviews,participantsshould

Table 1. Measurement used in the study



Journal of Global Information Management
Volume 28 • Issue 3 • July-September 2020

25

be able to correctly recall it. Finally, participants answer questions about their own background
demographicinformation.

Thedependentvariable,purchaseintention,ismeasuredbytwoitemsfromGefenandStraub
(2004).Thesecondvariable,self-presentationconcern,ismeasuredbysevenitems(White&
Dahl,2006;Scheier&Carver,1985).Finally,reviewers’SESismeasuredbyfouritems:income,
education,occupationandsocioeconomicstatus(Shalev&Morwitz,2012;Krausetal.,2012).
All responses above are measured on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1(extremely
disagree)to7(extremelyagree).Table1showsdetailedsurveyitemsandsupportingliterature
fortheconstructsusedinthisstudy.

Thisresearchalsocontrolsrelevantvariables,includingreviewlength,reviewvalance,andimage
clarity.Alongerreviewisperceivedasmorehelpful(Yinetal.,2014).Thus,toavoidtheeffectof
reviewlength,theauthorscontrolreviewlengthandsetitatanaverageof60words.Inaddition,
allthereviewstheauthorsselectedareofapositivevalance.Inthepilotstudy,theauthorscontrol
imageclarityandfurthertestwhethertheimagesinselectedreviewshaveclearproductpicturesand
identifiableSEScuesofreviewers.

RESULTS

Demographic Statistics
Demographicmeasuresindicatethattheaverageageis21,and60percentoftheparticipantsare
males.Participantshave6yearsofonlineshoppingexperienceonaverage.Moreover,theyprefer
toreadonlinereviewspriortomakingapurchasedecision.Table2demonstratesthedescriptive
statisticsoftheparticipantsinthisstudy.

Manipulation Check
The authors manipulate product consumption settings (public vs. private) and reviewers’ SES
background (highvs. low) in image-basedonline reviews.Thus, a pilot study is conducted to
identifyappropriatesettingsandeffectivestimuliforthisexperiment.AnANOVAisappliedto
checkthemanipulation.

First,theauthorsmanipulatetheproductconsumptionsetting(publicvs.private).Forty-seven
participants,undergraduatestudents,arerequiredtoreadaconsumptionsetting:publicorprivate.
Participantsarerandomlydividedintotwotreatmentgroupsandthenareassignedintooneofthe
consumptionsettings.Then,theparticipantsrespondtothemeasureditemsmentionedabove.An
ANOVAmethodrevealsasignificantdifferenceofparticipantperceptionbetweenthetwosettings.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of participants in this study
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Theresultsshowthatparticipantsinassumedpublicsettingsperceivetheirconsumptiontobemore
public(Mprivate=3.04versusMpublic=5.22,t(22)=31.233,p<0.001).Incontrast,participantsin
privatesettingsperceivetheirconsumptiontobemoreprivate(Mprivate=5.06versusMpublic=3.19,
t(23)=11.519,p<0.001).Thus,themanipulationforconsumptionsettingsinthisresearchisvalid.

Second,theauthorsmanipulatereviewers’SES(highvs.low)inimage-basedonlinereviews.
Anotherseventy-sevenparticipants,undergraduatestudents,completereviewers’SESmanipulation
check. Participants are also divided into two treatment groups and randomly assigned into one
condition.Then,foreachtreatmentgroup,participantsarepresentedtheselectedstimulusmaterials
inrandomorder,includingthreeimagereviewsineachcondition.Theparticipantsarerequiredto
answertheSESscalesmentionedabove.AnANOVAisalsousedtoyieldasignificantmaineffect
ofSESbackgroundinformation(F(1,75)=975.472,p<0.001).Thepretestresultsconfirmthatthe
differentbackgroundinformationevokesdifferentperceptionsonreviewers’SES(Mlow=2.331versus
Mhigh=5.787,t(75)=31.233,p<0.001).Thus,themanipulationonreviewers’SESiseffective.

Tests of Hypotheses
Theauthorsfirstexaminethereliabilityoftheconstruct“purchaseintention”inthestudy.Purchase
intentionisafirst-orderconstructwithreflectiveindicators.Cronbach’salphasforpurchaseintention
are0.845,andthoseforself-presentationconcernare0.807,demonstratingadequateinternalreliability.
Inaddition,therecallresultsintheexperimentshowthatallparticipantsareabletocorrectlyrecall
thereviewers’backgroundinformationembeddedintheimagereviews,thussuggestingthateach
participanthaspaidenoughattentiontotheproductimagesinthosereviews.

Next, theauthorsuseanANOVAmethod toexamine themaineffectofa reviewerSESon
customers’purchaseintention.TheresultsshowthatthemaineffectofareviewerSESissignificant
oncustomers’purchaseintention(F(1,192)=68.658,p<0.001),indicatingthatparticipantshave
ahigherpurchaseintentionwhentheyperceivetheproductsrecommendedbyhighSESreviewers
ratherthanbylowSESreviewers(Mhigh=4.63versusMlow=3.61,t(194)=7.353,p<0.001).This
resultstronglysupportsH1,asillustratedinFigure2.

Thesecondimportantaiminthisresearchistoexplorethedifferenteffectsofreviewers’SES
acrossdifferentconsumptionsettings.Unsurprisingly,theauthorsobserveasignificantinteraction
effectbetweenconsumptionsettingandreviewers’socialstatus (F(1,192)=46.947,p<0.001).
Theresultsshowthatparticipantshavemorepurchaseintentiontowardstheproductsrecommended

Figure 2. Reviewers’ social status effect on customers purchase intention
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byhighSESreviewersthanbylowSESones(Mhigh=4.78versusMlow=2.97,t(98)=9.667,p
<0.001)whentheproductswouldbeconsumedinpublic.Incontrast,intheprivateconsumption
setting,participants’purchaseintentionhavenotbeeninfluencedbyreviewers’SES(Mhigh=4.46
versusMlow=4.29,t(94)=1.167,p=0.245).Themoderationeffectofproductconsumptionsetting
isillustratedinFigure3.

Next,moreinterestingly,theauthorsfurtherdelineatetheunderlyingmechanismoftheearlier
findingsbyconsideringdifferentself-presentationconcernsbetweencustomers.Theauthorschoosea
mediansplitoftheself-presentationconcernindexbasedonrelevantresearch(White&Dahl,2006).
Theresultsshowthattheinteractioneffectbetweenpublicself-presentationconcernsandreviewers’
SESissignificant(F(1,96)=144.463,p<0.001).Whentheproductisassumedtobeconsumedin
apublicsetting,participantswhoarehighinself-presentationconcernshaveheightenedpurchase
intentiontowardsproductsrecommendedbyhigh-SESreviewerscomparedtolow-SESreviewers
(Mhigh=5.01versusMlow=1.50,t(54)=17.162,p<0.001).However,moreinterestingly,participants
withlowinself-presentationconcernshavenotbeensignificantlyinfluencedbyreviewers’social
status(Mhigh=3.72versusMlow=3.56,t(42)=1.016,p=0.316).Theinteractioneffectofself-
presentationconcernandSESisillustratedinFigure4.AlltheresultsareshowninTable3andTable
4.TheresultsofthehypothesistestsareshowninTable5.

DISCUSSIoN

Thecurrent researchexaminesanewsocial influenceofonline reviewsoncustomers’purchase
intention.Thisresearchfocusesonreviewers’socialbackgroundinformationreflected in image-
basedonlinereviews.Thesocialinfluenceofonlinereviewshasbeenahottopicinpastresearch.
However,theauthors’keyargumentisdifferentfromsocialinfluencebasedontextonlinereviews.To
highlighttheunderlyingmechanismofreviewers’socialstatuseffect,theauthorsexploretoexamine
thedifferentinfluenceofconsumptionsettingoncustomers’purchaseintention,andthentheauthors
deeplyanalyzethepotentialcustomers’psychologicalmotivesthatgeneratesocialstatuseffectfrom
imageonlinereviewsoncustomers’purchaseintention.

Figure 3. Moderation effect of product consumption setting
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Figure 4. Interaction effect of self-presentation concern and SES

Table 3. Type III test of fixed effects of reviewers’ SES and consumption setting

Table 4. Type III test of fixed effects of reviewers’ SES and self-presentation concern

Table 5. Results of hypotheses tests
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Thisresearchdemonstratesthatthesocialstatuseffectoccurswhencustomersreadimage-based
onlinereviewstodecidetheirpurchaseintentionsinsomeconditions.Hypotheses1issupported.
IfareviewerhaslowSESbackgroundinformationreflectedinanimageonlinereview,potential
customerswouldhavelesspurchaseintentiontothisproduct.Incontrast,ifthesametargetproductis
recommendedbyareviewerwithhighSESreflectedinanimageonlinereview,apotentialcustomer
wouldhavemorepurchaseintentiontothisproduct.However,thisresultdivergesfrompriorfindings
onimage-basedonlinereviews.LiuandDu(2019)foundthatpositiveimage-basedonlinereviews
providedmoreproductunderstandingandthenwereperceivedasmorehelpfulthantext-basedonline
reviews.Furthermore,Xuetal.(2015)alsofoundthathighlypositiveperceivedhelpfulnessofonline
reviewsleadstogreaterpurchaseintentiontotheproducts.However,imagereviewsprobablyhave
negativeinfluencesoncustomers’purchaseintention.Thisisbecausethosepreviousresearchesdid
notconsidertheinfluenceofreviewsourcecues.Theauthors’findingsdemonstratewhetherpositive
imageonlinereviewswouldleadtocustomers’greaterpurchaseintentiondependingonreviewers’SES.

Inaddition,theconclusionisidenticaltotheresultsofrelevantresearchaboutinterpersonal
identificationinfluenceofonlinereviews(Shalev&Morwitz,2012).ShalevandMorwitz(2012)
suggestedthatclassicidentificationinfluenceswouldtakeplacewhenthefocaltraitoftheproduct
isambiguous.However,ShalevandMorwitz(2012)didnotfurtheranalyzethedifferentinfluences
of product consumption settings when customers read online reviews. The authors consider the
productconsumptionsettingtobeaconsiderablefactorinresearchaboutcustomer-product-customer
relationship(Ratner&Kahn,2002).

Theauthorsarguethatthesocialstatuseffectbasedonimagereviewsdoesnotalwaystakeplace
inanyproductconsumptionsetting.Inotherwords,thesocialstatuseffectdependsonamoderator:
productconsumptionsetting.Theauthorsdiscussthisargumentsystematicallyusingproduct-social
behaviorrelationships.Theexperimentalresultsdemonstratethatthesocialstatuseffectismoderated
bytheproductconsumptionsettingwhencustomersreadimageonlinereviewstomakepurchase
decisions.Potentialcustomershaveheightenedpurchaseintentionstotheproductrecommendedby
actualcustomerswithhigherSESwhenpotentialcustomersbuythisproductforconsumptionin
public.Conversely,potentialcustomershavesimilarpurchaseintentiontotheproductrecommended
byactualcustomers,regardlessofhighversuslowstatus,whenpotentialcustomersbuythisproduct
just forconsumption inprivate.This result stronglysupportshypotheses2 in this research.Past
researchsuggestedthatdifferentpressuresbetweenpublicandprivateconsumptionleadtocustomers’
differentconsumptiondecisions(Ratner&Kahn,2002;White&Dahl,2006).Theauthors’research
furtherconfirmsthissocialstatuseffectintheresearchfieldofonlinereviews.

Priorresearchwasusedtoexaminethemoderationeffectofdifferentproductattributesontext-
basedonlinereviews,forexample,searchproductsandexperienceproducts(Mudambi&Schuff,
2010;Xuetal.,2015).However,theauthorsconsiderthatproductclassification,dividedintosearch
andexperienceproducts,isnotappropriatetodeeplyexplorethedifferentinfluencesofreviewers’
SES.Theeffectofreviewers’SES,whichisviewedasasocialcue,onimageonlinereviewsshouldbe
linkedtoaninterpersonaleffectwhencustomersconsumeproducts.Mostimportantly,aninterpersonal
effectwouldoccuronlywhenproductsareconsumedinpublic,butitwouldnotoccurinprivate
consumption(Goffman,1959;White&Dahl,2006).Theexperimentresultsalsosuggestthatproduct
consumptionsettingisanappropriateandimportantfactortobeconsideredasamoderationvariable
intheresearchonsourcesocialstatuseffectofimageonlinereviews.

Theresultsofhypotheses3demonstratethatthedrivingmechanismofsocialstatuseffectcouldbe
explainedbycustomers’self-presentationconcerns.Participantswithhighself-presentationconcerns
wouldbesignificantlyinfluencedbyreviewers’SESwhenaproductisconsumedinthepublic.The
findinginthisresearchisconsistentwiththepsychologicalprocesstheauthorssuggested.Shalevand
Morwitz(2012)firstexaminedthelinkbetweenthereviewerstatuseffectandthesocialcomparison
mechanismandfoundthattheexposureofalow-SESreviewerwouldworsenparticipants’self-affect.
However,whenconsideringproductuseoccasions,self-presentationisaclassicmoderatorofthesocial
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psychologicalprocess(White&Dahl,2006).Inthisresearch,theauthorssuggestthatreviewers’social
statuseffectsshouldbeinterpretedbypotentialcustomers’self-presentationconcerns,especiallyin
thepublicconsumptionsetting.

THEoRETICAL AND MANAGERIAL CoNTRIBUTIoNS

Recently, a growing body of research focused on interpersonal identification of online reviews
(Formanetal.,2008;Cheungetal.,2014;Davis&Agrawal,2018).Theauthors’studyholdsseveral
importantcontributionstofutureresearchaboutsocialcuesinonlinereviews.First,thisresearchis
amongthefirsttoexaminetheeffectsofreviewers’SESonimageonlinereviews.Althoughpaststudies
providedstrongsupportfortheeffectsofsocialcuesinonlinereviews,themajorityofresearches
onlyfocusedondescriptiveinformationofreviewers’identitiesintext-basedonlinereviews(Forman
etal.,2008;Cheungetal.,2014;Davis&Agrawal,2018).Whilefruitful,fewresearchestargeted
reviewers’SESembeddedinimage-basedonlinereviews.ReviewerSESissuesareoftenoverlooked.
Thiswouldleadtoanunderestimationofthesocialstatuseffectofreviewersandtoanoverestimation
ofthepositiveinfluenceofsomenewreviewpresentationformats,suchasimage-based(Liu&Du,
2019)orvideo-basedonlinereviews(Xuetal.,2015).Thefindingsextendtheknowledgebaseon
theeffectsofsourcecuesinonlinereviewsfromanewsocialperspective.

Second, the authors’ findings contribute to enrich theories about product-social behavior
relationships.Prior researchaboutonline reviewsgenerally focusedon the“customer-customer”
interaction (Formanetal.,2008;Racherlaet al.,2012).Consumedproductsare ignored in those
researches. For instance, perceived background similarity (geographical location) between peer
customers and potential customers has an influence on customers’ trust in reviews (Racherla et
al.,2012).Ontheotherhand,mostscholarsarealsousedtoconsideringdifferentproducttypesto
exploretherelationshipof“product-customer”inresearchaboutonlinereviews.Forexample,Xu
etal.(2015)suggestedthatonlinereviewsgenerateddifferentcustomerperceptionsbetweensearch
and experience products. This study extends the existing research to explore the whole “(peer)
customer-product (consumed setting)-(potential) customer” relationship in this research field of
online review. The authors introduce the product consumption setting as a moderate factor and
demonstrateitsmoderationroleinthesocialstatuseffectofpeercustomersonpotentialcustomers’
purchaseintention.Thus,theauthorsconsiderthatthefindingscontributetoenrichtheoriesabout
product-socialbehaviorrelationships.

Finally,thisresearchprovidesthefirstlinkbetweenareviewerSESandpotentialcustomers’
self-presentationconcerns.Theauthors’ findingspresentdeeper theoreticalunderstandingof the
mechanismsofsocialinfluenceembeddedinimageonlinereviews.

Thisresearchalsohasmanagerialimplicationsforonlinevendors,whichcouldimproveonline
marketingstrategiesforeffectivelymanagingimageonlinereviews.Foronlinevendors,thefindings
pointtoadouble-sidedinfluenceofimage-basedonlinereviews.Inpractice,mostonlinevendors
onlykeepaneyeonthepositiveeffectsofimage-basedonlinereviews(Liu&Du,2019).These
onlinevendorsmakegreateffortstostimulateactualbuyerstopostimagereviewsaboutproducts
theysell.However,theproductsprobablygetanegativeevaluationfromthoseimagereviewreaders
(potential customers),which isnotwhat theonlinevendorswant.Thus, the findingscouldhelp
onlinevendorsfullyunderstandthedouble-sidedeffectofimagereviewsandthencreateappropriate
strategiestodecreasetheamountofimagereviews,whichcouldreflectareviewer’slowSES.For
instance,onlinevendorscouldstimulateactualbuyers topost imagereviewsandadvise themto
protecttheirpersonalinformationorprivacy,especiallywhenSESbackgroundisclearlyrecognized
aslowinsomeimagereviews.Thus,onlinevendorscouldachievemorelargesales.Ontheother
hand,ifproductsareonlyconsumedinprivate,suchasaWi-Fiadaptor,onlinevendorscouldignore
theeffectofreviewers’socialstatus.Onlinevendorsdonothavetoencouragetheirbuyerstopost
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customers’imagesbymarketingstimuli,suchascashrewards.Thefindingscouldhelpthoseonline
vendorsreduceunnecessarymarketingcosts.

LIMITATIoNS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

Thisresearchalsohassomelimitations.First,theauthorsonlyselectclothingasaproductsample
in the experiment. Clothing, viewed as an appearance-related product, may be more related to
customers’self-presentationconcernscomparedtootherproducts.Thisprobablyleadstoagood
testeffectintheexperiment.Forinstance,althoughsomeelectronicproducts,suchasacellphone,
arealsoconsumedinpublic,theauthorswonderwhetherthesocialstatuseffectwouldoccurornot.
LiuandDu(2019)suggestedthatimage-basedonlinereviewshadmoreofasignificantinfluenceon
clothingthanoncellphones.Thus,socialstatuseffectmaynotsignificantlyoccurwhencustomers
buysomeproductsconsumedinpublic,suchascellphones.Furtherresearchcoulddeeplyexplore
otherfactorsinfluencingsocialstatuseffectofimage-basedonlinereviews.

Second,othersocialtheoryprobablycouldalsoexplainsocialstatuseffectofimage-basedonline
reviews.Forexample,usingsocialidentitytheory(Tajfel&Turner,1986)asaframework,theauthors
couldexaminetheconditionsunderwhichcustomersavoidproductsassociatedwithathreatened
aspectoftheirsocialidentity.Futureresearchcouldexploreotherrelatedsocialtheorytoexplainthe
effectofsourceidentitydisclosureoncustomers’perceptionswhentheyreadimage-basedonline
reviews.Thiswouldcontributetoenrichtheoriesaboutimageonlinereviews.

Third,textcontentinimagereviewsisnotconsideredinthisresearch,suchasperceivedreview
quality(Zhaoetal.,2017).Textcontentandsourceidentityinimagereviewswouldhaveaninteractive
effectoncustomers’perceptions(Racherlaetal.,2012).Futureresearchprobablycouldconsider
thisresearchdirection.

Finally, all participants in this experiment are undergraduate students. The average age is
approximately21yearsold.Thiscouldbeanotherlimitationofthisresearch.Futureresearchcould
expandparticipants’agerangestotestresearchconclusionsfurther.

CoNCLUSIoN

Theauthorsuseself-presentationconcerntoexplainthedrivingmechanismofthesocialstatuseffect
whencustomersreadimage-basedonlinereviews.Thereviewers’socialstatuseffectissignificantin
thefindings,especiallywhenaproductisconsumedinapublicsetting.Theresultsinthisresearch
suggestthatpositiveimageonlinereviewswouldprobablynotgeneratepositivepurchaseintention
toaproductwhentheproductisrelatedtocustomers’self-presentationconcerns.Onlinevendors
shouldcreateappropriatestrategiestomanageimage-basedonlinereviews.
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