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Pilot Negative reviews
are not a rare
phenomenon

Survey of platform users to
understand experience with
negative reviews

10% of sharing platform users
reported having received a review that
was less positive than they deserved,
and a third of those generated NWOM

Study 1: Negative
reviews of consumers
result in NWOM about
the sharing platform
N=87 lab

Using an ostensibly real sharing
platform, participants borrowed,
and returned a textbook, and were
then reviewed.

An ANOVA revealed platform ratings
were less positive under the negative
(5-star) [vs. positive (2-star)] review
condition (p = .006). 

Study 2*: less than a
perfect review increases
NWOM about the
platform
N=482 MTurk

Single-factor design included 8
review valence levels (5/4/3/2/1-
star, no review), using a ride-
hailing platform. 

 An ANOVA revealed a significant
effect of review valence on NWOM
(p < .001). NWOM further decreased
with each drop in rating.

Study 3a: The effect of
a negative review on
NWOM is attenuated
without a psychological
contract 
N=195 MTurk

Single-factor reviews in
contract/out of contract/control)
design. Participants read that
platform monitoring is (vs. is not)
expected and then were reviewed. 

 When reviews were outside the
contract (vs. inside or control),
participants reported lower NWOM
(MOut =
4.04 vs. MIn = 5.12; p = .001),
mediated by betrayal, with no
differences between the in-contract
and control.

Study 3b*: The effect of
review valence on
NWOM is attenuated
when consumers have
not met their own
obligations 
N=391 MTurk

2 (review valence) x 2 (consumer’s
obligation fulfillment) design,
imagined they did (did not) follow
house rules 

 Participants were more likely to
generate NWOM when they had
fulfilled (vs. not fulfilled) their own
obligations (MUnfulfilled = 3.47
vs.MFulfilled = 4.88; p < .001).

Study 4: Elite provider
status increases the
certainty of the promise. 
N=120 MTurk

2 (Review valence:
positive/negative) x 2 (Review
visibility: public/private) between-
subjects design . 

Results of a two-way ANOVA
revealed a main effect of review
valence on NWOM (MPos = 1.78 vs.
MNeg = 4.88). with a significant
interaction p = .006). 

Study 5**: Making the
review private
attenuates the effect
N=367 MTurk

2 (Review valence:
positive/negative) x 2 (Review
visibility: public/private) between-
subjects design . 

Results of a two-way ANOVA
revealed a main effect of review
valence on NWOM (MPos = 1.78 vs.
MNeg = 4.88). with a significant
interaction p = .006). 

Study6*: Opportunities
for justice restoration
(response, revenge
moderate the effect of
review valence on
betrayal
N=525 MTurk

In a 2 (Response Opportunity:
Yes/No) x 2 (Revenge
Opportunity: Yes/No) design with
hanging control. Participants read
that they could (not) change and
could (not) respond to a negative
review. 

Without a response opportunity,
participants were less likely to engage
in NWOM when they could exact
revenge by changing their review of
the driver (M = 4.28) than when they
could not (M = 5.58; p <.001); the
effect was attenuated when they were
able to respond (p = .022).
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THEORETICAL MODEL
Reviewing consumers in a commercial
exchange marks a fundamental departure
from traditional customer-oriented
approaches, in which the customer is
“always right.”
We provide the first examination of the
novel phenomenon of consumers being
reviewed and their subsequent reactions
and behavioral responses towards sharing
economy platforms. While much research
has examined the impact of reviews by
consumers, little attention has been paid to
the reverse, when the consumer is the one
being reviewed. Moreover, prior research
has not considered how reactions to
reviews between peers may be directed at
the sharing platforms. 
Psychological contract research to date has
focused on employee employer
relationships (Morrison and Robinson
1997) but has been scantly studied in the
context of a market exchange. and is also
limited in its consideration of the influence
of third parties, typically focusing on
agents who are a part of the organizational
hierarchy (e.g., managers). We contribute
to this theory by showing that the actions
of autonomous third parties (i.e.,
providers) can fall within the terms of a
consumer’s psychological contract with
the firm.
Our research demonstrates that consumers
form psychological contracts with
platforms which can hold the platform
accountable for the actions of the provider.
In addition it illustrates how
intermediation policies can alleviate or
exacerbate consumers’ perceived betrayal
by the platform, independent of their
perceptions of the provider. Specifically,
even if they are unable to prevent an initial
breach triggered by provider behavior,
platforms can influence the way that the
breach is interpreted by reducing the
magnitude of harm and restoring justice.

DISCUSSION

 Alexandrov, A., Lilly, B., & Babakus, E.
(2013). The effects of social- and self-
motives on the intentions to share positive
and negative word of mouth. Journal of the
Academy of Marketing Science, 41(5),
531-546.doi:10.1007/s11747-012-0323-4
 Gregoire, Y., & Fisher, R. J. (2008).
Customer betrayal and retaliation: when
your best customers become your worst
enemies. Journal of the Academy of
Marketing Science(2), 247.
 Hayes, A. F. (2013). Methodology in the
social sciences. Introduction to mediation,
moderation, and conditional process
analysis: A regression-based approach.
New York, NY: Guilford Press.
 Morrison, E. W., & Robinson, S. L.
(1997). When Employees Feel Betrayed: A
Model of How Psychological Contract
Violation Develops. The Academy of
Management Review, 22(1), 226-256. d
 Perren, Rebeca and Robert V. Kozinets
(2018), “Lateral Exchange Markets: How
Social Platforms Operate in a Networked
Economy,” Journal of Marketing, 82 (1),
20-36.

KEY REFERENCES

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Laura Schrier Rifkin is the corresponding author. 
All authors contributed equally.

Imagine you rent a vacation home
through a platform such as Airbnb. If you
find out that your host has left you a
negative review, do you hold the sharing
economy platform accountable?
One might expect that since the review
content comes from the host and not the
provider, they would not be blamed for a
negative review. Yet across 7 studies and
a pilot in multiple contexts (home stay,
car share, ride share, multiproduct), we
propose and show that when consumers
get a negative review, they will feel
betrayed by the platform and in turn
engage in negative word of mouth
(NWOM). We further demonstrate how
current platform policies contribute to the
effect.
Psychological contract theory informs
our conceptualization.
 Integrating platform intermediation
(Perren & Kozinets, 2018) and
psychological contract (Morrison and
Robinson 1997) theories, we show that
this effect is rooted in consumers’
psychological contracts with platforms,
rather than a mere spillover of reactions
to peers.
Therefore, consumers are likely to
perceive a negative review as a breach, or
a failure on the part of the platform to
fulfill the terms of their psychological
contract (Morrison and Robinson 1997)
which includes protection from unfair
treatment in the review process. We
isolate betrayal as a key underlying
mechanism, and use novel incentive
compatible and behavioral measures
which reflect market trends, including
reviews in crowd-sourced sites (e.g.,
TripAdvisor) and willingness to promote
others’ posts in order to spread NWOM
(e.g., Reddit coins).
We demonstrate that the effect is
attenuated in the absence of a
psychological contract, and when the
consumer has not fulfilled their own
psychological contract obligations.
Further, we identify current platform
intermediation policies which moderate
the relationship between the review
valence and NWOM about the platform
by influencing how the fulfillment of the
psychological contract is interpreted

SUMMARY

 MEASURES

 7-point Likert-type scales (anchors:
“strongly disagree/agree”)
Perceived Betrayal by the Platform
(Gregoire & Fisher, 2008):

“I felt betrayed by the platform” 
“I was misled by the platform” 

Negative WOM intentions
(Alexandrov, Lilly et al. 2013):

Warn my friends and relatives
not to use the platform”
“Complain to my friends and
relatives about platform” 

Participants imagined using one of the
fictitious sharing economy platforms that
we created and then received a rating
from a peer provider. They were then
asked to review the sharing economy
platform on a fictitious review site. Novel
incentive compatible and behavior
measures of NWOM: 

*PREREGISTERED STUDIES 

STUDY 3B:
 Participants purchased more votes in order to
promote NWOM about the platform when the

host’s review of them was negative (than
positive).

The effect was diminished when they did not
meet their own obligations in the psychological

contract.
 

STUDY 6: 
Opportunities to restore justice (response or revenge)
attenuated the effect.
Once the need to restore justice through response was
satisfied, the effect of revenge diminished. 

STUDY 3A: 
Negative Word of Mouth after a Negative
Review Declined when Reviews Were Outside
the Terms of the Psychological Contract.


