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Abstract: Online consumer complaints are closely related to business reputation and elicit managers’
persistent efforts. However, service providers in the sharing economy (SE) lack the skills to
communicate with consumers because most are informal or nonprofessional property owners. This
research aims to examine the relationship between service providers’ responses and prospective
consumers’ perceived helpfulness in the SE by using bed and breakfasts (B&B) as the sample. Response
length and voice are adopted to measure the content quality of B&B’s response to an online complaint.
Three types of voices (defensive, formalistic, and accommodative) are identified by analyzing service
providers’ responses to negative reviews, among which the accommodative voice with empathic
statements is the most effective. An inverted-U curve relationship between response length and
helpfulness votes is verified based on cognitive load theory. Moreover, interactive effects between
response length, review length, and images are also examined. This study suggests the investigation
of online reviews from comprehensive perspectives, as well as the adoption of personalized strategies
by SE practitioners to respond to consumer complaints.

Keywords: sharing economy; online complaints; response length; response voice; perceived
helpfulness; cognitive load theory

1. Introduction

Word of mouth (WOM) can facilitate consumers’ purchase decision processes by reducing their
perceived uncertainties and risks [1–3]. In the Web 2.0 context, WOM has evolved into electronic
WOM (eWOM), which spreads widely and rapidly. Online product reviews from the perspective
of consumers, which are the main forms of eWOM, provide reference information to prospective
consumers to evaluate products and services [4]. By writing online reviews, consumers can express their
satisfaction of a product or service and share their consumption experiences with other consumers [5].
Studies have widely examined the impact of online reviews on consumers’ purchase decisions and
business sales [6,7]. According to the negativity bias, negative reviews are more memorable than
positive ones, and therefore generate stronger impact because they are considered more diagnostic
and informative [4,8–10]. Negative eWOM that remain on a platform for a considerable amount of
time leave a lasting impression on a business’ reputation and affect their performance metrics, such as
online bookings and room sales of hotels [11,12]. Thus, hoteliers have become aware of the need to
actively communicate with consumers by responding to their reviews [13,14]. A manager’s proper

Sustainability 2020, 12, 2285; doi:10.3390/su12062285 www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8605-8622
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2517-7588
http://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/6/2285?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su12062285
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


Sustainability 2020, 12, 2285 2 of 17

response to a consumer’s complaint or negative review can not only resolve a problem posted by the
reviewer but also show prospective consumers the importance that the hotel places on them [15].

The sharing economy (SE) is a contested concept, which is promoted by practitioners, industry
associations, policymakers, and academics because of its purported sustainability potential [16].
Despite the controversy, the SE is expanding rapidly in developing countries [17]. In the context of
electronic commerce, the SE mainly refers to digitized platforms for peer-to-peer exchanges [18–22].
Generally, these types of exchanges involve service providers, platforms, and consumers [23], among
which the platforms form the basis of interactions. However, SE platforms have been accused of failing
to provide sufficient protection to users, including service suppliers and consumers, and treating
workers as contractors [24]. Platforms do not train service providers on how to manage their reputation
but offer only reputation-related cues. The reputation of service providers is believed to be helpful in
ensuring the security of online transactions [25] and in enhancing mutual trust between consumers
and service providers [26]. Thus, providing actionable recommendations for SE service providers to
manage their online reputations, particularly negative eWOM that can damage their business image,
is necessary.

As a means to manage online reputation, managerial response to online reviews has yet been
discussed in the SE context. However, this response has been examined to significantly influence hotel
rankings, sales, and consumers’ intentions to write reviews in the hotel service literature [27]. Moreover,
managerial responses not only increase future satisfaction of the complaining consumers [28] but
also moderate the influence of hotel ratings and volume of eWOM on the later consumers’ purchase
decision [29]. The quantity (cumulative percentage of managerial response) and quality (response
strategies) aspects of managerial response have a significant relationship with hotels’ competitive
performance [30]. Specifically for negative reviews, the source of the response (the general manager or
guest service agent), the voice of the responder (professional or conversational human voice), and the
speed of the response (fast, moderate, or slow) will lead to different consumer inferences about hotels’
customer concern and trustfulness which may, in turn, influence their purchase intention [12]. When
responding to negative reviews, appropriate response strategies can engender the consumers’ positive
attitude toward the hotel. Specifically, accommodative strategies (putting complainers’ concerns first)
have a stronger positive impact on consumers’ evaluation of the hotel than defensive or no action
strategies [31]. Furthermore, responses containing empathy statements to negative reviews will cause
prospective consumers to evaluate the responses more favorably than those without [10].

Prior studies proposed some effective approaches for responding to negative reviews based on
different attributes of managerial response in the hotel service context in which managers or customer
service personnel generally have been equipped with the knowledge for managing consumer’s
complaints. However, service providers in the SE, a relatively informal and nonprofessional-based
market [14,32], generally lack adequate customer complaint management skills and the measures
to evaluate their reputation management strategy. Given this, this research aims to examine the
effectiveness of managerial responses in the SE by using the evidence from bed and breakfasts (B&Bs,
a travel accommodation sharing service that is generally provided by private property owners) [32],
which is a well-known sector in the SE. The following questions must be addressed to achieve the
objective of this study:

Question 1. How do B&Bs respond to negative online consumer reviews?

Question 2. What is the relationship between B&B responses and consumers’ perceived helpfulness?

Question 3. How should B&Bs respond to negative reviews effectively?

First, this research will briefly review previous studies on online product reviews and management
responses. Second, a qualitative study will be designed based on the literature to discuss B&B behaviors
when responding to consumer complaints. Third, empirical studies will be conducted to investigate
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the relationship between B&B responses and prospective consumers’ perceived helpfulness. Finally,
implications and suggestions for practice will be generated based on the research findings.

2. Literature Review

The effort of service recovery is often evaluated via the perceptions of justice framework [33].
According to the interactional justice theory (IJT), consumers’ perceptions of the fairness of service
providers’ behaviors toward consumer complaints represent the positive image of the service provider
and the high perceived value of the service [34,35]. The manner in which a complaint is dealt with
can be more critical and impressive than the service failure itself [10]. Given this situation, most
service providers recognize the importance of responding to online negative eWOM. According to
the elaboration likelihood model (ELM), persuasion can be induced through a central route based on
the strength of arguments presented in a message or through a peripheral route based on cues in and
around the message [36]. In online interactions, the presence and the speed of business responses to
negative eWOM can be the cues to evaluate how the service provider cares for their consumer, whereas
the information and empathic statements in the responses can be regarded as the argument strength.
This research presents a brief review of online reviews and managerial responses, which have been
extensively studied in other areas, to examine how this influencing mechanism works in the SE.

2.1. Online Product Reviews

Information on products and services can facilitate consumers’ decision-making processes.
A comparison with offline consumers shows that online consumers are exposed to two types of
information, namely, seller-created information through e-commerce platforms and user-generated
content or online product reviews. An online product review by a prior consumer plays a dual role as
an informant and a recommender [37]. As an informant, the review presents product information from
the perspective of a consumer, whereas as a recommender, it shows prior consumers’ recommendation
intentions as eWOM. A prospective consumer can acquire user-oriented product information from
words and images contained in a review and decide whether or not to purchase. In other words,
online product reviews can influence consumers’ product attitudes and behavioral intentions to a large
extent [38].

Consumers post online reviews to share their experiences and express their satisfaction with
products and services [39]. Affective commitment or concern for the company or brand can also
drive consumers to deliver eWOM [40]. While some of the reviews are positive, a large number
of negative ones expressing consumer dissatisfaction also exists. Responding to negative reviews
appropriately is considered as “customer care” and “service recovery” [41]. However, individuals’
perceptions of satisfaction differ. Some negative reviews are not objective and are extremely unfair [12].
Given this situation, managerial responses to negative reviews provide sellers and service providers
with the opportunity to express their opinions regarding the experience. Thus, a comprehensive
approach for understanding online reviews should consider not only product reviews but also reviewer
characteristics and seller responses.

2.1.1. Argument Quality of Online Reviews

Argument quality is the strength or plausibility of arguments in an informational message [42].
Argument quality is regarded as a critical factor which affects a consumer’s evaluation of a persuasive
message [43]. Moreover, it has been used to highlight the influence of perceived believability of received
information on an individual’s behavior [44]. Consumers expect to evaluate online reviews created by
other users based on the clues embedded in the information. Reviews with relevant, objective, and
verifiable arguments are likely to be persuasive and informative. In other words, consumers’ perceived
relevance and the comprehensiveness of an online review are positively associated with perceived
helpfulness of a review and the likelihood of review adoption [43,45].
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The quality of persuasive argument is interpreted by two dimensions, namely, the argument
valence and the argument strength [46], which are reflected by the quantitative and qualitative
characteristics of online reviews [47]. Quantitative characteristics refer to star rating reviews, whereas
qualitative characteristics refer to content reviews. Star ratings reflect prior consumers’ attitudes
and satisfaction levels, which in turn help prospective consumers to evaluate products [48]. Star
ratings as numerical indicators use five-point star recommendations for surface-level reviews and
product assessments [49]. The relevance, comprehensiveness, and readability of review contents are
the qualitative characteristics of an online review. These characteristics can be perceived by consumers
from the words and images of the reviews. Although the contents of reviews are qualitative, such
characteristics have been measured using quantitative indices, such as review length and image
count [50,51]. As the main indicators of the content of an online review, review length and images are
revealed to significantly influence perceived helpfulness [47].

2.1.2. Source Credibility of Online Reviews

The source credibility of an online review refers to the extent to which a reviewer is perceived as a
credible source of information for the product and can be trusted to provide an objective judgment [52].
Credibility is an important concept with regard to the persuasiveness and trustworthiness of WOM
because the information receiver’s perceived credibility can change their attitude toward the information
presented [43]. In traditional WOM, information receivers can use verbal and nonverbal communication
cues to infer source credibility during face-to-face conversations with referrals, friends, and family
members [53]. Online product reviews are written by anonymous users who have no actual relationships
with information receivers [54]. However, consumers can assess the credibility of a reviewer by
evaluating his/her expertise and analyzing the cues in their profile.

A reviewer’s expertise refers to the extent to which an information source is perceived to be
capable of creating accurate judgment based on their professional knowledge and skills [55]. Sources
with high expertise are considered more persuasive than those with low expertise in inducing positive
attitudes and behavioral changes [56]. Despite the reviewers’ limited social backgrounds and attributes
in online shopping environments, consumers can still evaluate reviewer expertise based on past
behaviors [57]. Reviewers’ experiences, such as number of written reviews and earned cumulative
helpfulness, are significant predictors of review helpfulness [51].

The importance of identity disclosure in online interactions has also been demonstrated [58],
which can reduce consumers’ uncertainties when searching for information online [53]. Message
recipients can use the personal information disclosed by message creators in their profiles as heuristic
cues to evaluate the credibility of the message [59]. Thus, reviewers who disclose personal information
in their profiles can increase the credibility of their product reviews and in turn increase its perceived
helpfulness [47]. Online profiles are generated using two approaches, namely, users and systems [43].
A comparison with system-generated profiles shows that self-generated profiles more often include
users’ real personal information and reflect their actual attitudes. Reviewers’ names and photos as
basic personal information have positive relationships with information receivers’ perceived credibility
of their online product reviews [60].

2.2. Managerial Responses to Online Reviews

In recent years, online review systems have evolved into IT-enabled customer service systems
capable of communication and interaction [61]. Firms can collect consumer information and respond
to comments [30]. Responding to online reviews is regarded as supporting customer relationships,
reputation, and brand management [15,62]. Managerial responses are publicly available online and
can be accessed by potential consumers; thus, they can help review readers perceive a firm’s customer
orientation strategies [30].
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2.2.1. Responses to Negative Reviews

Dissatisfied consumers can post negative reviews of high-quality products and services [63]. Firms
that receive negative reviews can resolve consumer dissatisfaction through private telephone calls
or online chats. However, these complaint-handling approaches cannot be observed by prospective
consumers [64]. By responding to negative reviews publicly, a firm can demonstrate its concern for
consumers and reduce information asymmetry for prospective consumers who lack decision-making
knowledge and experience [27]. Negative reviews can remain on websites for a considerable amount of
time, thus affecting the reputation of the business and subsequently its performance [11,65]. Negative
reviews are viewed more and perceived as more helpful as compared with positive reviews [66,67].
Being unresponsive to consumers’ negative reviews can put a company at a disadvantageous
position [68]; thus, pursuing effective ways to manage negative eWOM is a formidable challenge
for businesses.

2.2.2. Response Strategies

Managerial responses significantly impact a firm’s performance, especially when addressing
negative reviews [30]. Unfortunately, no universal response principle exists, and firms must employ
various strategies to respond to negative reviews. Politely recognizing and apologizing for reviewer
complaints without compensation or correcting action is referred to as the pure apology strategy [69,70].
Providing compensation or undertaking corrective action is regarded as the problem-resolving
strategy [31]. On the contrary, managers who only emphasize reasons for service failures and deny
responsibility for negative experiences or the existence of negative situations posted by reviewers
adopt the defensive strategy [31,69,70]. Managers who remain silent on online platforms and who do
not respond to reviews, negative or otherwise, employ the widely known no response strategy [71].
Nevertheless, managerial responses to negative comments increase consumers’ trust toward the firm
as well as their purchase intention toward the product [12].

2.2.3. Response Measurement

Managerial responses convey important signals of the firm’s customer orientation strategy, which
is strongly linked to improved firm performance and customer complaint [28]. However, not all
responses work as expected. The effectiveness of a response can be evaluated based on quantitative and
qualitative aspects [41]. The cumulative percentage of managerial responses has a positive effect on a
firm’s competitive performance [30]. Similarly, response frequency, which is the number of responses
initiated by a hotel within a particular period, also positively affects the volume and average valence
of reviews, helpfulness votes, and popularity rankings [27]. Response speed, which refers to how
quickly a service provider responds to reviews, influences the effectiveness of signaling in reducing
information asymmetry in a few cases while has no significant effects in others [10,27]. Response
length, which is measured by word count, discloses the amount of information in the response and
is regarded as an important predictor of perceived helpfulness [27]. Response voice is a vital skill
for responders. A high-level conversational human voice (versus a professional voice) reassures
prospective consumers and generates positive inferences regarding a hotel’s level of trustworthiness
and concern for customers [12].

According to the above literature, previous studies investigated the managerial response to
online reviews quantitatively and qualitatively. The cumulative percentage of managerial response,
response frequency, and response speed are used as quantitative measures to evaluate how frequent
and timely service providers respond to consumers’ online complaints [10,12,27,30]. Researchers
adopted a strategic perspective to approach the qualitative aspect of the managerial response to
negative reviews. An accommodative response strategy encompassing combined explanations, such
as apology and a promise of compensation, has a stronger impact on the consumers’ evaluation of
the service provider than defensive or no action strategies [31]. Moreover, managers should include
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empathy and problem paraphrasing statements in their responses to negative reviews [10]. Prior
studies explored the importance of the provision and appropriate strategy of managerial response;
however, studies focusing on the response content, which is also an information source together with
the review content itself, are limited. Response length, which reflects the amount of information
conveyed in the response, is proposed as a quantitative measure of the response content [27]. The
additional information conveyed by a long response discloses the service in greater detail. Such
supplementary information enables prospective consumers to perceive a higher perception of review
helpfulness and form a more accurate evaluation of the service. Furthermore, a response voice, which
indicates the communication style used in delivering the response, is considered as another attribute
of the response content [12]. A conversational human voice results in favorable consumer inference to
the hotel as compared with a professional voice (a standard corporate response). An accommodative
response voice is when a hotel confesses responsibility for a negative event, expresses remorse, and
attempts to remedy the damage. By contrast, a defensive response is when the response involves
justification or excuses or even denies responsibility [64]. Drawing on the above hotel service-related
studies, the present study will adopt the response length and voice as the measures of the response
content. In addition, this study will develop hypotheses to examine the relationships between these
variables and consumers’ perceived helpfulness in the SE context.

3. Research Design and Methods

Previous studies used review or argument quality to describe the plausibility or strength of an
online review [42]. However, the present study proposes the concept of response quality, which
indicates the interpretability and sincerity of a review response. The main purpose of this study is to
examine how response quality affects consumers’ perceived helpfulness of online reviews through
empirical studies. A crawler based on Python 3.6 was used to collect data from Ctrip.com, which
is a Chinese third-party platform for travel products. A total of 24 privately owned B&Bs which
have been adopting the response strategy among the B&Bs in China’s Lane in Chengdu were selected
as the sample. A total of 3696 reviews posted before 1 October 2017 were collected, 2716 of which
had responses.

Ctrip.com displays reviewers’ nicknames, photos, total number of reviews contributed, total
number of images posted, and total earned helpfulness votes. The review information contained a star
rating, the review content, the time the reviewer checked in, and the time the reviewer posted his/her
review. The hotels’ responses to the online reviews contained the contents and the time of the posts
(Ctrip.com removed the module of response time in 2018).

3.1. Study 1: Measuring the Content Quality of B&B’s Response

Among the determinants of response effectiveness, response length and voice are features of
the response content, whereas the frequency, speed, and cumulative percentage of the managerial
responses are features of the firms’ actions. Thus, response length and voice were adopted in this study
as the measures of response quality. The word count of a response was used to represent the response
length. Content analysis was conducted to measure response voice. First, positive reviews in the
collected data were deleted based on the mean (3.8) of the star ratings. We used only the reviews that
prompted the hotels’ responses 24 h after posting to further ensure that subsequent visitors (website
users) are able to see the reviews and the hotels’ responses and to control the influence of response
speed. A total of 707 reviews were left for the final analysis after filtering out the extreme values.

The negative reviews were read independently by two coders who also coded the review
responses into the subcategories extended from the response strategies proposed by Sparks et al. [12]
and Lui et al. [30]. Sparks et al. (2016) distinguished a conversational human voice from a professional
voice to refer to the manner or style in which the managerial response is communicated [12]. Lui et al.
(2018) identified more detailed types of responses that hotels use to address negative reviews, including
denial, excuse, defensive, apology, confession, changing, and accommodative strategies [30]. Eight
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subcategories (shown in Table 1) of responses were sorted out by combining the above approaches
and precoding 50 responses. The two coders coded all sampled responses, and no new subcategories
were generated. The total agreement level between the coders was 0.84 (544 of 707 were consistently
coded), which is higher than the benchmark (0.80) recommended for content analysis [72]. Meanwhile,
the Scott’s Pi (π) value was used to describe the intercoder reliability in this study. In contrast to the
percent agreement, the Scott’s Pi method takes into account the number of categories including the
distribution (the agreement proportion in each category) of values across them [73]. The Scott’s Pi
value in this study was 0.81, which is higher than the acceptable level (0.70) recommended for content
analysis [74]. The coders’ disagreements were resolved through discussions. Considering empathetic
and paraphrased statements in the response content [10], we further classifed the eight subcategories
of responses into three main voices, namely, defensive, formalistic, and accommodative Table 1.

Table 1. Coding scheme of B&B’s response voice.

Response voice Subcategories Examples

Defensive voice
(N = 67,

Proportion = 9.5%)

Denying the existence of
service failure (N = 19)

“We did our best. I don’t know why you say we were not hospitable”
“Although wooden bed is kind of hard, it is good for health”
“Customers’ preferences for food differ from each other. It is

impossible to perfectly meet every guest’s need”

Making excuse for the
negative event (N = 41)

“Unsatisfactory water supply is always a problem here during the
travel season. We have complaint many times to water company.”
“The noise was from the railway station. We really have no idea.”
“Our hotel is nearby the river. That’s why the quilt is a little wet”

Accusing customers of
their “unreasonable”
requirement (N = 7)

“I would be happy to give you instructions if you had asked for it
but you said everything is fine when we talked”

“There are actually plenty of free street parking lots around the hotel
as it says in the listing description. Didn’t you read it?”

“You wanted to stay till 2 pm. But checking out before 1pm is our
hotel’s policy. Because we need to prepare for next guest”

Formalistic voice
(N = 201,

Proportion = 28.4%)

Perfunctory apologies
(N = 129)

“We are very sorry for the dissatisfactory experience, and thanks for
your comment.”

“I have had a talked with that staff. Hope you can forgive her since
she has recognized her mistake. Thank you!”

Auto-response (N = 72) “Thanks for your stay. We look forward to seeing you again”
“Thanks for your valuable comments. Wish you a nice journey!”

Accommodative
voice

(N = 439,
Proportion = 62.1%)

Confession (N = 97)

“We feel very sorry that you didn’t have the perfect experience. We
apologize for the issue at the front door. Next time, that shouldn’t

be a problem. We expect another chance to make it up”
“We sincerely apologize for it. It is our fault. We cannot forgive
ourselves’ basic error. We hope it had not ruined your holiday”

Promise for corrective
action (N = 236)

“Sorry to hear that. I’ll print out this review to share with our staff
and we’ll do our best to make improvements before your next visit.”
“We’re so sorry you didn’t have the experience we aim for all of our

guests to have. We’d like to know what you feel could have been
done differently. Please contact us directly for follow-ups“

“We’re sorry to hear about the bad experience. Please follow up
with us directly. We’d like to know what room number you had so
we can have maintenance look into it. We hope your next visit will

be much more comfortable”

Compensation (N = 106)

“We must admit that we couldn’t have provided our promised
service due to the unexpected situation. We would like to refund

you 30% of the room price. Please accept our sincere apology”
“There has been some misunderstanding. We are sorry that we

could not have shown you the instruction in advance. We’d like to
provide you a 88RMB coupon, and truly hope you to visit us again”

As shown in Table 1, a defensive response voice covered the communication styles that service
providers generally used to deny the existence of service failures, make excuses for negative events, or
even accuse consumers of their “unreasonable” requirement. A formalistic voice indicates that service
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providers recognize the importance of responding to negative reviews but only employ perfunctory
apologies or a set of automatic responses without sincere confessions or corrective actions. However,
if some consumers had a poor experience at a B&B, then this type of management response would
be absolutely useless. An accommodative voice with empathic statements is generally adopted by
service providers who sincerely consider consumers’ experiences and satisfaction, encompass proper
confession of expression, promise for corrective action or compensation.

3.2. Study 2: Examining the Relationship between Response Quality and Perceived Helpfulness

The more information conveyed by a communication medium, the greater its capacity to reduce
uncertainty [75]. Long responses initiated by hotels contain more information about the relevant issue
and increase prospective consumers’ perceived hotel intention to care for its customers as compared
with short responses [27]. Specific information in a response can supplement the information revealed
in the review and enable prospective consumers to form a clear and accurate evaluation of the review’s
helpfulness [64]. In addition, consumers can leave negative reviews according to various motivations,
such as mismatched preference, disconfirmed expectations, unacceptable service failure, need for social
appreciation, or self-enhancement, or just constructive suggestions for the service provider [64,76]. For
whatever reason, the consumers expect their complaints to be taken seriously and sincerely. The service
providers need to figure out the most appropriate approach to communicate. An accommodative
response (putting consumers’ concern first) is found to have a stronger impact on the consumers’
evaluation of the service provider than a defensive response [31]. Moreover, responses with empathetic
or paraphrased statement satisfy consumers [10]. In other words, the manner or style in which the
hotels’ responses are communicated is also important. Hotels’ managerial responses with a high-level
conversational human voice (versus a professional voice) result in potential consumers making positive
inferences regarding the hotels’ levels of trustworthiness and concern for customers [12]. Thus, we
will examine the following assumptions:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Response length has a relationship with consumers’ perceived helpfulness of a review.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Response voice has a relationship with consumers’ perceived helpfulness of a review.

The hotels’ responses to negative reviews provide potential consumers with opportunities to learn
about services in a dual channel rather than a single channel (product review). Previous studies on
managerial responses to online reviews generally focus on the standalone impact of responses and
shed little light on the interaction between online reviews and the hotels’ responses. Encouragingly,
Xie et al. [3] verified that responses to online reviews could moderate the influence of the review
valence on future hotel performances.

Potential consumers can learn about a hotel’s service quality and trustworthiness based on its
responses and reactions to long reviews with complaints. Likewise, consumers can obtain information
about the occurrence of different situations captured in images. Negative reviews are viewed more
than positive reviews and are also perceived as more useful [66,67,77]. Thus, for low ratings or
negative emotional reviews, responses with sufficient explanations to long reviews, especially those
with embedded images, help reviewers and potential consumers understand the services. Thus, this
study assumes the following:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). The relationship between response length and perceived helpfulness is stronger in
reviews with high review length.

Hypothesis 3b (H3b). The relationship between response length and perceived helpfulness is stronger in
reviews with images than in those without images.
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Initiating a personalized response to an altruistic positive review can increase customers’ perceived
usefulness of the response, making them likely to agree with the compliment in the review [30]. Likewise,
when customer complaints in negative reviews are related to factors which can be controlled by the
firm, confessional and empathetic responses lead to high customer trust toward the firm [70]. In other
words, if a hotel manager responds to all the complaints in a long review or provides explanations to
images in a deeply thoughtful and apologetic voice, it can draw potential consumers to the hotel’s
concern about consumers and their experiences. Thus, we assume the following:

Hypothesis H4a (H4a). The relationship between response voice and perceived helpfulness is stronger in
reviews with high review length.

Hypothesis H4b (H4b). The relationship between response voice and perceived helpfulness is stronger in
reviews with images than in those without images.

Control variables, such as review quality and source credibility, were included in the analysis to
accurately evaluate the relationships proposed in this study Table 2. The descriptive characteristics of
the data for hypotheses testing are shown in Table 3.

Table 2. Statement of variables.

Categories Variables References

Response quality Response length
Voice of response

Zhang & Vásquez (2014)
Sparks, So & Bradley (2016)

Li, Cui & Peng (2017)
Lui et al. (2018)

Review
quality

Review valence Star rating of a review Mudambi and Schuff (2010)
Lee and Xia (2011)

Pan (2011)
Huang et al. (2015)

Argument quality Review length
Image presence in a review

Source
credibility

Identity disclosure Reviewer’s name
Reviewer’s photo

Fogg et al. (2001)
Zhang et al. (2014)
Huang et al. (2015)
Liu and Park (2015)Reviewer expertise

Total reviews of the reviewer
Total images the reviewer posted

Total helpfulness votes of the reviewer

Table 3. Descriptive statistics.

Variables Mean Min Max Std. Deviation

Response length 103.144 5 352 65.139
Voice of response 2526 1 3 0.663

Star rating of a review 2819 1 3.8 0.894
Review length 86.146 2 565 93.981

Image presence in a review 0.201 0 1 0.401
Reviewer’s name 0.382 0 1 0.486
Reviewer’s photo 0.306 0 1 0.461

Total reviews of a reviewer 22.622 1 356 64.052
Total images a reviewer posted 26.745 1 574 110.500

Total earned helpfulness votes of a reviewer 4.702 1 169 8.683
Perceived helpfulness 1132 0 8 1.570

Room price 318.684 141 494 119.527
Age of a review 1083.620 658 1729 279.897

For further analysis, we transformed response length, review length, a reviewer’s total number
of reviews, a reviewer’s total number of images, a reviewer’s total earned helpfulness votes, room
prices, and ages of the reviews into natural logarithm (ln) values. We assigned values (from 1 to 3) for
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the three response voices (i.e., defensive, formalistic, and accommodative) according to the level of
empathy, which mainly refers to the sincerity of the problem acknowledgment and the intention to
undertake further corrective action. The analysis results are shown in Table 4. Model 0 in Table 4 only
shows the effect of control variables, whereas Model 1 includes the independent variables, namely,
response length and voice. In addition, Model 2 analyzes the interactional effects of review and
response qualities.

Table 4. The relationship between B&B’s response and helpfulness votes.

Dimensions Variables Model 0 Model 1 Model 2

Response quality Response length 0.078 * −0.045
Voice of response 0.102 ** 0.138 ***

Response quality *
review quality

Response length * Review length 0.211 **
Response length * Review Image 0.141 *
Voice of response * Review length 0.022
Voice of response * Review Image −0.240

Review valence Star rating of a review 0.037 0.029 0.006

Review quality Review length 0.271 *** 0.221 *** 0.075
Image presence in a review 0.208 *** 0.201 *** 0.313 *

Identity disclosure Reviewer’s name −0.089 ** −0.063 −0.064
Reviewer’s photo −0.016 −0.026 −0.025

Reviewer expertise
Total reviews of the reviewer −0.282 *** −0.315 *** −0.330 ***

Total images the reviewer posted −0.030 0.001 −0.015
Total helpfulness votes of the reviewer 0.456 *** 0.452 *** 0.462 ***

Other control
variables

Room price 0.205 *** 0.140 *** 0.158 ***
Age of review 0.241 *** 0.251 *** 0.244 ***

R 0.647 0.658 0.677
R2 0.419 0.433 0.459

Adjusted R2 0.410 0.423 0.446
F value 50.148 44.206 36.569

F value change 8.844 *** 8.175 ***

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

According to Model 1, the relationships between response length, voice, and helpfulness votes
are significant (0.078, p < 0.05, 0.102, p < 0.01); thus, H1 and H2 are supported. When considering
the interactions between response and review qualities, the results are somehow different from our
assumptions. As shown in Model 2 of Table 4, the relationship between response length and perceived
helpfulness is strong in long or image-embedded reviews; thus, H3a and H3b are supported. However,
the empathetic response voice is necessary when responding to short or long reviews, with or without
images; thus, H4a and H4b are not supported.

3.3. Study 3: Additional Analyses on Response Length Based on Cognitive Load Theory (CLT)

As shown in Table 4, the relationship between response length and helpfulness votes (see Model 1)
is not as strong as the relationship between the response voice and helpfulness. Moreover, when
considering the interactions between response and review qualities, the relationship between response
length and helpfulness votes is not significant. According to CLT, the inappropriate presentation
of materials or information overload can reduce online search performance [78,79]. Long responses
contain considerable information; however, readers could be unwilling to read overly long responses.
We propose the following hypothesis to further check the relationship between response length and
helpfulness votes:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). An inverted-U curve relationship exists between response length and helpfulness votes.
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The “S” curve in the plot of residuals vs. fitted values, shown in Figure 1, indicates that the
dependent variable (helpfulness votes) and the independent variable (response length) are not linearly
related. Given this, the square of the response length was added in Model 3 to test the above hypothesis.
Table 5 shows the results.
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Table 5. Rechecking the relationship between response length and helpfulness votes.

Dimensions Variables Model 1 Model 3

Response quality
Response length 0.078 * 0.638 **
Voice of response 0.102 ** 0.100 **

(Response length)2 −0.567 **
Review valence Star rating of a review 0.029 0.039

Review quality Review length 0.221 *** 0.224 ***
Image presence in a review 0.201 *** 0.200 ***

Identity disclosure Reviewer’s name −0.063 −0.066
Reviewer’s photo −0.026 −0.033

Reviewer expertise
Total reviews of the reviewer −0.315 *** −0.325 ***

Total images the reviewer posted 0.001 −0.001
Total helpfulness votes of the reviewer 0.452 *** 0.456 ***

Other control variables
Room price 0.140 *** 0.143 ***

Age of review 0.251 *** 0.254 ***
R 0.658 0.662
R2 0.433 0.439

Adjusted R2 0.423 0.428
F value 44.206 41.671

F value change 6.814 **

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

According to Model 3, the relationship between the square of the response length and helpfulness
votes is negatively significant (−0.567, p < 0.01), whereas no observable variations for other relationships
exist. Meanwhile, the F value change is significant (6.814, p < 0.01); thus, our assumption of an
inverted-U curve relationship in H5 is supported.

4. Discussions

By considering the empathy of responses in Study 1 and by referring to the response strategies
proposed by Lui et al. [30], we generate three types of voices, namely defensive, formalistic, and
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accommodative. The different voices reflect the different B&Bs’ attitudes to consumer complaints and
approaches in managing online reputation.

According to the results of Study 2, response length has a relationship with prospective consumers’
perceived helpfulness to some extent. This result somehow differs from the argument that long
responses do not help in increasing helpfulness votes [27]. Considering the relatively low coefficient of
response length, this research conducts additional analyses based on CLT. The result shows that the
relationship between response length and perceived helpfulness presents an inverted-U curve. This
result indicates that sufficiently long responses are informative and can help prospective consumers
understand services; however, overly long responses are less effective. Response voice is verified to
have a significant relationship with helpfulness votes, which is consistent with the statement that an
accommodative response with empathy to negative reviews can improve consumers’ perceptions of
services and help increase sales revenues [10,64]. Moreover, interactive effects exist between response
length and review quality (including review length and review image), which indicate the necessity to
include paraphrased statements to long negative reviews with embedded images [10]. Meanwhile, the
empathetic voice is always effective regardless of how long a review is and whether or not images are
included in the negative reviews.

4.1. Theoretical Implications

This research complements studies on eWOM management by exploring specific practices in
the SE. The findings present the following theoretical implications. First, this research emphasizes
the necessity to equip service providers with skills to respond to consumers’ complaints, as service
personnel in the SE are informal and based on nonprofessional markets, such as privately-owned B&Bs.

Second, response length and voice are adopted as measures to evaluate the quality of response
content. This research initially proposes and verifies the inverted-U curve relationship between
response length and consumers’ perceived helpfulness based on CLT. This result, to a certain extent,
supported the findings of Li et al. [27]. On the basis of the result of an empirical analysis, Li et al. [27]
suggested that undue lengthy response poses cognitive overload and induces greater equivocality in
prospective consumers’ information processing. The finding of this research suggests that an adequate
long response conveys more information than a short response and has a positive effect on prospective
consumers’ perceived helpfulness, but this effect will decrease if the response is prolonged. This finding
provides a new perspective and a critical implication for studying online reviews and managerial
responses. Prior studies have proposed several approaches to categorize the managers’ response
strategy [12,30,31,64]. The present study learned from them and proposed a more reasonable and
comprehensive categorizing method that identified three main categories and eight subcategories. In
addition, the research results indicate that an accommodative voice is more helpful than other voices,
thus illustrating the importance of the empathetic statements in response. This finding provides a
theoretical basis for future research in this field.

Third, this research unveils the interactive effect between consumers’ reviews and businesses’
responses. Specifically, response length works with review length and images to influence
prospective consumers’ perceptions of helpfulness, suggesting that we should adopt a comprehensive
perspective that synchronously considers the argument quality of online reviews when studying
managerial responses.

4.2. Practical Implications

This research generates several valuable insights for SE platforms and service providers, such as
B&B hosts.

Active responses to online complaints can improve consumer satisfaction as well as perception of
services. Therefore, SE platforms should encourage service providers to adopt the reputation system
of the platforms. Considering the inverted-U shaped relationship between response length and its
effectiveness, platforms can set an upper limit of the response length. For B&B hosts, proper expression
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of confession or correcting intention is necessary, but they should leverage the effect of response length
on consumers’ perceived helpfulness and note that overly prolonged response should be avoided as it
hinders consumers’ content processing. An empathetic statement in response is more effective than
those without. When responding to consumers’ online complaints, the service provider must adopt
an accommodative voice encompassing sincere apology, confession, promise for corrective action, or
proper compensation. Specifically, when consumers’ complaints are caused by factors controllable
by the service provider (e.g., breakfast without considering special groups, such as vegetarian), a
confession and promise for further action should lead to higher consumer trust toward the service
provider, whereas an excuse or a superficial apology does not help. However, a considerable amount
of defensive and formalistic responses was found, when the contents of B&B responses were analyzed.
Thus, platforms should develop training or instructions for service providers who are mainly from the
informal sector to manage eWOM. Moreover, platforms should carry out reward schemes to commend
service providers that do well in effectively managing consumer complaints to enhance the sustainable
development of platforms and service providers.

Service providers, such as B&B hosts, should recognize that responses to online reviews are more
telling than the reviews themselves because they show consumers how much businesses care about
them. When responding to consumer complaints, service providers should consider the consumers’
positions and implement empathetic and thoughtful strategies to communicate with them rather
than defending or denying their own failures. Service providers should also be skillful in evaluating
consumers’ negative reviews and in expressing empathetic and properly paraphrased statements
rather than giving excuses. Considering cognitive load, service providers should avoid long-winded
statements despite the informativeness of long responses. Thus, to pursue sustainable performance
and development, service providers in the SE should persistently improve their abilities and skills to
manage online eWOM, actively listen to consumers, and sincerely respond to consumer complaints.

5. Conclusions and Future Work

This research considers service providers’ responses to negative online reviews as a crucial factor
that affects business reputation and sustainable performance in the SE. The ELM and IJT are adopted
as the basis to emphasize the importance of managerial responses to negative eWOM. Response length
and voice are examined to have differing relationships with consumers’ perceptions of services and
helpfulness of online reviews. Specifically, response length presents an inverted-U curve relationship
with helpfulness votes, as well as interactive effects with review quality. However, the empathic voice
is verified to have a positive effect on consumers’ perceptions.

A few limitations exist despite the findings and implications of this research. First, although we
assign values for three types of voices based on the level of empathy, reflecting the exact emotions of
service providers is difficult. Thus, we should try to use sentiment analysis methods in future studies
to analyze response contents. We sample reviews posted before 1 October, 2017 to ensure that the
reviews and responses are sufficiently exposed to consumers. However, B&B reviews on Ctrip.com
for that period are scarce, which led to a relatively limited sample size. Second, we coded each
response into a certain category based on the principle of proximity. Future studies must consider if a
response contains multiple voices. Furthermore, this research only analyzes the relationship between
responses and helpfulness votes rather than examining the effect of managerial responses for future
performance. It would be worthwhile to explore dynamic influencing mechanisms in future studies by
examining the effect of responses(t) on sales(t+1), total reviews(t+1), and total helpfulness votes(t+1). Last,
some neuroscience tools have been adopted to observe the consumers’ e-commerce website browsing
behavior [80]. Such tools provide a new approach to acquire additional objective data about how
consumers read online reviews and managerial responses.
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