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In this white paper, we’ll look at the key 
differences between the main methodologies 
in the market. We’ll give you insights into what 
these differences mean for the effectiveness  
of your ratings and reviews. And we’ll outline 
the critical questions you should ask in judging 
one approach against another.



Ratings and reviews  –  
important to customers, 

vital for your business 

It’s not so surprising then that businesses 
displaying ratings and reviews experience 
average revenue uplifts of around 18%.  
This increase comes from improved 
conversions, higher order values and greater 
repeat business. They also tend to gain  
higher levels of organic search traffic from 
better SEO. So, there’s no getting away  
from it: opinions count. 

What makes a review matter?

While we know ratings and reviews deliver 
results, is there any real difference between 
different approaches? Don’t all ratings and 
reviews carry the same weight? And does it 
matter how they are collected and where the 
review appears? 

In this white paper, we’ll look at the key 
differences between the main methodologies 
in the market. We’ll give you insights into what 
these differences mean for the effectiveness  
of your ratings and reviews. And we’ll outline 
the critical questions you should ask in  
judging one approach against another.

As even a cursory glance 
across social media will 
show: everyone has an 
opinion. And when it comes 
to choosing things to buy, 
today’s consumers have  
an exceptionally high regard 
for what other people  
think. In fact, in a study 
of over 25,000 consumers 
by Nielsen, 68% of 
respondents rated customer 
recommendations posted 
online as the most credible 
form of advertising*.  
(This is beaten only by  
direct word of mouth  
from family and friends.) 
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The two rating destinations – 
review sites and branded sites

Review sites – your customers, their site

Third-party review sites such as Yelp and 
TripAdvisor aim to create destinations where 
customers go to choose between vendors.  
This benefits industries where a review site has 
built a strong presence and become the first 
port of call, like TripAdvisor in the travel market. 

While this can be a powerful source of traffic, 
a critical disadvantage to your business is that 
the review site’s brand always takes precedence 
over yours. Another problem is that review 
sites generally use first-generation unverified 
approaches (see section 3) to generate a mass 
volume of reviews. This can cause a lot of 
unwanted problems for your brand.

Branded sites – your site, your customers

The other destination is on your company’s 
own site, with reviews typically attached to 
individual products. The big advantage with  
this approach is you’re talking directly to 
customers who are visiting your site, looking  
to research or buy one of your products.  
As such, they want reassurance they’ll receive 
a great product and excellent service and 
delivery – just what ratings and reviews deliver.

Onsite ratings and reviews span both  
first-generation unverified approaches and 
more modern second-generation verified 
methodologies. In the next section, we’ll  
dive deeper into the different methodologies 
and look at the pros and cons of each.

There are a number of 
methodologies for how 
ratings and reviews are 
collected from buyers.  
But at a core level they can 
be hosted, searched and 
found in two key places –  
on review sites and on  
your brand’s own pages.
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When ratings and reviews were in their infancy, 
most companies were happy for anyone to rate 
anything. The main concern was establishing 
new consumer behaviours and no one was really 
worrying about quality or accuracy (fortunately 
times are changing). 



First generation – unverified ratings  
and reviews

When ratings and reviews were in their 
infancy, most companies were happy  
for anyone to rate anything. The main 
concern was establishing new consumer 
behaviours and no one was really worrying 
about quality or accuracy (fortunately  
times are changing). 

Some services still use this ‘shotgun’ 
approach (simply visit most aggregated 
review sites). They’re easy to spot,  
just look for the ‘write a review’ button.  
You’ll then be able to submit a review 
regardless of whether you have any 
knowledge or experience of the product  
or service you’re reviewing. 

Spotting fake reviews

Providers of this type of review system 
often claim they have sophisticated software 
to help eliminate fake reviews. But in reality 
these detection systems are often relatively 
crude, relying on monitoring IP addresses 
for multiple reviews which look suspicious. 
Even the more advanced detection systems 
often get it wrong. Researchers claim that 
as many as 20% of TripAdvisor’s and Yelp’s 
reviews are fake. In fact, in Italy, TripAdvisor 
was recently fined €500,000 for publishing 
misleading information in its reviews. It’s 
clear, a determined faker can easily get 
around these systems and it’s impossible  
to offer fake-proof guarantees.  

Quantity vs quality

First-generation approaches primarily  
use passive collection on their sites  
(with some additional proactive efforts 
that try to elicit reviews by direct contact). 
By letting anyone write a review, they aim 
to generate a mass volume of reviews that 
will sway customers simply by their sheer 
numbers. (The results, conversely, tend  
to deliver lower volumes but we’ll come  
to that later.)

First-generation reviews tend to have 
very little structure, when compared with 
second-generation approaches. They may 
incorporate a set of star ratings for key 
attributes but often simply use a free  
text box for the reviewer’s comments.  
This can lead to wide variability in terms  
of the quality you can expect to receive.

Open to attack

It’s easy to see that the downside of this 
approach is that anyone with a grudge can 
create a deluge of negative comments. And 
since anyone can review any product, the 
doorway is wide open to potential fraud.

There have been numerous well-
documented cases, especially in the 
hospitality industry, of individuals waging 
war through reviews – whether on 
aggregated review sites or on brands’  
own sites.

The three core approaches  
used in the market today
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Undermining trust

In order to protect themselves from 
people ranting in unverified reviews, 
some companies have adopted a system 
of ‘moderating’ or ‘editing’ reviews. This, 
however, opens up another can of worms. 

It means that brands can simply delete 
negative comments which undermines  
the whole power of the review system.  
The flipside is it is also possible for brands 
to write their own highly positive reviews in 
the hope of influencing customer opinions. 

Not surprisingly, both the overly positive and 
overly negative reviews lead to a loss of trust 

among customers – exactly the opposite  
of what brands want and need. In fact,  
in research by Maritz, almost a quarter of 
customers believed information on review 
sites to be generally unfair. This research 
found that those customers who trusted  
all or most of the reviews never exceeded 
60% and dropped as low as 36%*.

Perhaps this is the reason why Maritz also 
found fewer customers using the mass 
review sites than many brands believe – 
over 40% of their respondents had not 
visited an aggregated review site in the  
past two years.
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Second generation – verified ratings  
and reviews

Over time, marketers realised the major 
drawback of the first generation approach – 
what was promised in terms of quantity was 
massively outweighed by issues of quality.

This led to new approaches, focusing on 
only allowing ratings and reviews from 
verified purchasers. These approaches are 
typically proactive in nature, following up 
a purchase to ask for feedback rather than 
simply hoping customers will come back 
to offer their opinions and describe their 
experiences.

Characteristics of the best second-
generation verified approaches:

• Verified approaches elicit responses  
 from every buyer, not simply a subset 
• Their reviews are more structured, 
 helping reviewers to make meaningful  
 comments which will be more useful  
 for other prospective buyers
• Because they are actively structured, 
 verified approaches also deliver more 
 actionable information to other parts  
 of the business (eg R&D and customer
 service) facilitating more customer- 
 focused initiatives

*Source: Maritz Research – http://www.maritzresearch.com/~/media/Files/MaritzResearch/Whitepapers/Ubiquitous-Reviews.pdf (PDF download)



Hybrid approaches

Some businesses aim for a middle ground 
between an unverified first-generation 
approach and a verified second-generation 
one. These hybrid approaches attempt to 
attract and publish verified feedback but, in 
reality, still allow anyone to write a review.

A good example of this is Amazon. They 
still allow people to publish reviews without 
ensuring the reviewer has actually bought 
the product. However, they also elicit 
reviews from actual purchases, marking 
these reviews as ‘verified’. It’s important 
to note that most hybrid systems, unlike 
Amazon, don’t distinguish between  
verified and unverified reviews.

While the hybrid approach is certainly a step 
forward from wholly unverified approaches, 
it is still open to all the drawbacks of first-
generation systems. While it can lead to 
some entertaining results (see here and 
here) these are typically not what today’s 
brands are hoping for.

Ultimately the negative effects of the 
unverified reviews can overwhelm and 
undermine the value of the verified ones.

3
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Trust is the foundation for every 
purchase – and never more so than 
in ecommerce where the buyer and 
seller are removed from one another. 
Ratings and reviews were created 
precisely to help bridge this gap. 



Can the reviews be trusted?

Trust is the foundation for every purchase – 
and never more so than in ecommerce where 
the buyer and seller are removed from one 
another. Ratings and reviews were created 
precisely to help bridge this gap. 

People trust other consumers more than they 
trust individual stores and brands. It’s why 
there is so much negative publicity when 
a brand is caught manipulating customer 
reviews. Customers see it as a betrayal. 

What are the essential characteristics of  
the most trustworthy approaches to ratings 
and reviews?

• They’ll only accept reviews from verified 
 purchasers – all reviews from unverified  
 sources (whether positive or negative) will 
 be refused
• They’ll ask every customer for a review, 
 not pick and choose from a subset of 
 buyers – this helps eliminate bias and 
 delivers greater volume
• They’ll show every review (good and bad)  
 that meets basic criteria (eg no swearing).  
 This helps counter the suspicions so many  
 people have about fake reviews
• They won’t offer incentives for a review, 
 this ensures they avoid influencing  
 the results

• They’ll be completely independent from 
 the brand and its products and will clearly 
 show and state their independence
• They’ll be transparent about how they 
 collect reviews and where they  
 come from

How do the three most common 
approaches compare on trust?

Unverified systems cannot ensure the 
reviews they publish come from trusted, 
verified buyers. Despite making claims about 
using clever software to detect fraud, they 
can never guarantee fraudulent reviews will 
not slip through the net. Or for that matter, 
have perfectly legitimate reviews filtered 
out. For example, some systems may try to 
remove overly positive reviews, but from our 
analysis of millions of real, verified customers 
reviews*, the most common scores by a long 
way are 9 and 10 out of 10.

Six critical parameters for judging   
any ratings and reviews methodology
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When you are faced with any 
individual ratings and reviews 
methodology, it’s important 
you have standard criteria you 
can judge each system against. 
Here are six key questions we 
recommend you start by asking:

*Reevoo data, 2014



y rid systems face exactly the same 
problem, while some of their reviews will 
come from verified sources, many will not 
and fraudulent reviews can be mixed up 
with verified ones.

erified systems are the only approach to 
offer fully vetted reviews from actual buyers. 
They use independent human moderators 
to ensure that every buyer is asked for a 
review and they publish both the good and 
the bad so buyers can make an informed 

decision based on what they read. They 
also take responsibility for making sure 
reviews are free from selection bias and any 
type of fixing.

A verified system has both the consumer’s 
and the brand’s best interests at heart. 
They protect potential purchasers  
at every level by building trust into the 
buyer’s journey. And they also help  
grow the brand’s reputation as a fair  
and trustworthy company.

2
Will you get both quantity and quality?

Ratings and reviews exist to help your 
customers buy a product they’ll be satisfied 
with. They should enable your buyers to 
make meaningful comparisons and allow 
them to endorse the great service you offer.

The importance of achieving good 
quantities

To succeed, you need a good volume of 
responses – this shows your site is well 
trafficked and your potential customers are 
in good company. A four-star rating from  
87 customers will often outweigh a five-star 
rating from 3 customers. 

Importantly, your ratings and reviews  
should span as wide a range of products  
as possible (not just a few popular items). 
This gives customers the reassurance that 
your business is trustworthy and delivers 
good service to every customer (not just 
that a few great deals are attracting  
cost-focused buyers).

To gain a greater volume of ratings and 
reviews, you need to ensure the review 
process is easy and intuitive – a process 
which respects your customers’ time and 
shows you value their input. And you need  
to be actively approaching customers to  
get their feedback.

But it is more than simply a question of 
quantity, quality counts. A lot.

What makes a quality review?

When we talk about quality, we mean:
• Does the review give the potential buyer  
 all they need to know to make a purchase?
• Does it help mitigate points of friction 
 such as: Is the product reliable? Did it turn 
 up when you said it would? Were any 
 issues dealt with quickly and painlessly?
• To deliver this, ratings and reviews need 
 a level of granularity that helps both the 
 reviewer structure their thoughts and  
 the potential buyer get the information 
 they need
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How do the three most common 
approaches tackle the issues of quantity 
and quality?

Unverified systems tend either to take  
a passive approach (relying on buyers to 
come back to the site to write a review)  
or only proactively reach out to a subset  
of customers – significantly limiting the 
volume of responses they elicit.

Typically, unverified reviews are also 
unstructured, allowing people to write 
anything from 3 to 3,000 words. As a  
result, the value of this feedback is highly 
variable, often leaving the reader struggling 
to extract what they need. 

Unverified systems also tend to mix up 
reviews for specific products with those for 
overall service. This creates another level of 
noise, preventing consumers from getting 
what they need and clouding the brand’s 
SEO and Google’s ability to display ratings  
in organic and paid search results.

y rid systems face the same issues, 
although they at least have some balance 
from their verified reviewers. Unfortunately 
these systems still leave readers to wade 
through a wide variety of responses,  
leading to increased frustration and wasted 
‘buying time’.
 

erified systems proactively reach out to 
every buyer in a timely fashion to ask for 
feedback. In doing so, they show the brand 
cares about what its customers think and 
about the service it delivers.

Verified approaches make it easy for 
customers to offer useful feedback by 
structuring reviews into meaningful 
sections. This improves user experience, 
enabling readers to quickly and easily filter 
reviews to get just what they need to  
make a purchase decision.

The result? You get both greater volumes of 
reviews and higher quality feedback.

3
Can you foster greater engagement  
from customers?

In our ever more socially-enabled online 
world, customers expect a two-way 
relationship with the brands they buy from. 
They also expect to be able to communicate 
with other like-minded customers to get the 
unvarnished truth. If they can’t get this on 
your site, they’ll simply take to social media 
to ask their friends and connections.

Unverified feedback inhibits engagement

This is a key area where classic unverified 
review sites struggle (at least as far as 
delivering value to your brand is concerned).

While they allow customers to talk to each 
other, their unverified nature and the fact 
they’re hosted away from your site, makes it 
difficult for you to actively engage with your 
customers and respond to any issues. All you 
can do is simply make your own comments 
(where allowed).
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In our ever more socially-enabled online 
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your site, they’ll simply take to social media 
to ask their friends and connections.



On-site unverified systems at least allow 
you to host your customer’s feedback 
and respond directly – however, you still 
cannot be confident you’re dealing with a 
real customer. This means you can’t check 
whether their experience was accurate and 
you also cannot directly reach out to them 
to make good on any shortcomings.

Yes, you can suppress reviews if you don’t 
like what you see, but the result of doing 
this is usually a catastrophic loss of trust. 
No one involved in ecommerce has to look 
very far to discover some highly publicised 
stories of brands who’ve been found 
out and socially punished for trying to 
whitewash disappointing feedback.

The advantages of verified engagement

Verified systems generally allow your 
customers to engage at all levels: 
• They easily integrate with social media,  
 allowing customers to share their  
 experiences with their wider community  
 of friends and family
• Open APIs enable you to embed ratings  
 and reviews into your ecommerce platform.  
 Importantly, second-generation approaches  
 are highly search engine friendly, the best 
 will enable Google to display overall rating  
 results right on the search results  
 page (SERP)
• They also enable you to respond directly  
 to a review and address any issues.  
 What’s more, your response will 
 immediately be seen by the wider  
 community visiting your site
• The value of publicly showing you are 
 listening to your customers, engaging 
 with them on their level and giving them 
 the individual care they deserve, is priceless

4
Will you get the consistency you need 
across all the places you need it?

Today, the customer journey is rarely 
straight and direct. Buyers may visit multiple 
places to research a product – even within 
a brand’s own channels. One thing is clear: 
They want the same customer experience 
wherever they go across your site(s) – 
online, offline, on PC and on mobile. This 
extends just as much to reviews as it does 
to your core ecommerce content.

You should be able to use consistent ratings 
and reviews whether they are on your site, 
on mobile properties, in store or on wider 
customer communications – in fact on each 
and every customer touch point you have.

How do the three most common 
approaches compare on consistency?

Unverified systems offer little or no control 
about how reviews appear, how they’re 
written, the information they cover or, 
crucially, even if the reviewer did in fact buy 
the product from you. This becomes even 
more of a problem on review sites where  
your brand is little more than a name, leading 
to potential confusion and a fractured 
customer journey.
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The lack of separation between product and 
service which is endemic to many unverified 
approaches further complicates matters, 
making it difficult for customers to extract 
the information they’re looking for and 
doesn’t convey the merits of buying from 
your brand.

y rid systems suffer the same problems. 
If anything they increase the confusion 
because the customer has to figure out 
which reviews are verified, which are not, 
and make some kind of reasoned judgement 
as a result.

erified systems allow you to deliver 
consistent scores for products no matter 
where they appear. A single rating from 
a trusted source, which is moderated to 
ensure it delivers value and comes from 
a verified buyer, ensures your customers 
have a more consistent, user-friendly 
experience when researching products  
on your site.

Finally, with a rating that’s supported by 
a recognisable trustmark, endorsed by an 
independent third party, you can gain even 
greater value by using it across channels 
– online, offline and in store. This not only 
improves consumer confidence but also 
gives you and your brand peace of mind, 
knowing you are not open to fraudulent 
reviews or spamming attacks. 
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Will you get a platform that reduces the 
effort you need to put in to get the results 
you want?

Everyone in marketing, retail and 
ecommerce is busy – there are never 
enough hours in the day to get everything 
done. So having a ratings and reviews 
system that’s plug and play is, on the face 
of it, a good thing.

However, all too often, this can bring its 
own issues. Plug and play often means 
‘take it or leave it’. The reality is that just 
because it is right for the ratings provider’s 
business doesn’t mean it will operate 
optimally for yours. A ‘fit it and forget it’ 
approach can also allow the provider to 
abdicate responsibility for the success of 
their system within your business.

So while both first- and second-generation 
approaches are typically easy to implement 
into your existing systems, there are a 
number of key differences.

Unverified often means you’re on your own

Many of the unbranded unverified systems 
leave it entirely to you and your brand to 
support the system (unless they form the 
backbone of a review site which is wholly 
interested in developing its own brand). 
Unverified approaches, by their very nature, 
also struggle to form trusted relationships 
with key traffic sources such as Google.



Verified, managed services offer a  
full service

Leading verified systems are delivered as 
a managed service and cover everything 
from collecting reviews all the way to 
making the most of them across your 
business. With a team of professionals 
working with you, you can be assured 
the system is working optimally for 

your business. Because they focus on 
developing their own branded trustmark 
(as well as helping you grow trust in your 
brand) they can help ensure ratings are 
shown on your SERP results. 

An independent, third-party trustmark will 
add value to your brand, showing you are 
confident in your products and service and 
the reviews associated with them.

6
Can you use ratings and reviews in other 
areas of your business?

Every business wants to better understand 
its customers. After all, it’s only from 
knowing their loves, hates, frustrations and 
what really adds value that you can develop 
products and services which keep them 
coming back for more, more often.

Ratings and reviews offer a direct route to 
invaluable customer intelligence. Intelligence 
which you can use to improve customer 
service, drive your marketing and support 
R&D for new products and services.

But before you make critical business 
decisions based on this insight, you 
need to be confident it’s as accurate 
and representative as possible. You can’t 
confidently make decisions based on review 
sites where you have no real understanding 
of who wrote the reviews, especially when 
the site is primarily focused on its own 
business, not yours.

Unverified systems cannot authenticate the 
feedback you’ll receive with any real level 
of confidence. They can also struggle to 
achieve the volumes you’ll need to get a fully 
representative sample of customers across 
all of your products. Limited numbers can 
quickly and dangerously skew results, leading 
to decisions being made on unreliable input.

y rid systems can muddy the waters 
further with their mix of verified and 
unverified reviews.

erified systems  however, have authenticity 
baked into their core:

• They generate greater volumes of insight,  
 giving you increased confidence that what  
 you’re seeing is meaningful to your business
• They’re more structured, so you can spend  
 less time interpreting results and more time 
 profiting from them
• And the leading services also offer 
 structured analytics to help you get greater 
 value faster

Ultimately, with a verified approach, you can 
harvest the quantity and quality of customer 
insight that can deliver an enduring positive 
impact on your decision making.
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An independent, third-party 
trustmark will add value to 
your brand, showing you are 
confident in your products 
and service and the reviews 
associated with them.



Ratings and reviews  
are not born equal

We’ve seen how traditional first-generation 
approaches cannot guarantee reviews come 
from verified sources. They struggle to get 
either the quantity or quality needed to 
deliver long term value. They generally don’t 
manage to engage customers in the ways our 
increasingly socially-powered world demands. 
And they place too much of the responsibility 
on the shoulders of your brand. Simply, they 
fail to deliver the results today’s businesses 
need to succeed.

But with a second-generation, verified 
approach, you can do wonders for your brand 
– from building consumer trust, to increasing 
buyer engagement, to helping create the 
products and services which will keep your 
customers coming back for more.

Let’s talk

We’d love to discuss how Reevoo can help you 
take full advantage of the latest generation of 
ratings and reviews.

Contact us »

Today, no one disputes the 
value ratings and reviews 
can bring to business.  
They increase trust, reduce 
sales friction and help grow 
brands. But they’re not  
all the same.

05

A field guide for the modern marketer  |  18

https://www.reevoo.com/contact-us/


Further reading

The six essentials of ratings and reviews » 

Bad reviews are good for business » 

More than a score »

We hope you’ve found this white 
paper useful. If you’d like to 
learn more, we have a range of 
resources available. Try the 3  
on this page to start. For more, 
simply visit our resource centre at 
www.reevoo.com/resources/
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About Reevoo

Reevoo has pioneered a 
measurably better approach 
to ratings and reviews based 
on independent validation.

We help our clients harness the Voice of the 
Customer to inject trust and buyer confidence 
across the entire, multichannel purchase journey.

Our Amplify™ methodology sets us apart, providing 
more, richer and better-structured content to drive 
increased revenue and customer-driven insight.

Learn more at www.reevoo.com


