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ABSTRACT
Before buying a product, consumers often seek the opinions of others who have past experience with it, for example, by

browsing online reviews. This research finds that the persuasive impact of such reviews depends on their temporal context:

Consumers view the same review as less persuasive when tagged with proximate temporal markers (e.g., “Bought this one day
ago”) versus distant temporal markers (e.g., “Bought this one year ago”). This happens because consumers infer from temporal

markers that the reviewer must be (in)sufficiently experienced. These effects emerged both in the field (Experiment 1) and in

controlled contexts using varied products (Experiments 2a, 2b) and across valence, such that proximate temporal markers

undermined recommendations from positive reviews but also softened criticisms from negative reviews (Experiments 3, 4a,b).

Accordingly, the effects were moderated by conditions that restored perceptions of the reviewer's experience in other ways

beyond time (Experiments 5–7). Together, these findings highlight how consumers draw reviewer inferences from temporal

markers in reviews, which bear on the review's persuasiveness. The undermining impact of proximate temporal markers may be

increasingly relevant in today's online review landscape, where speedy reviews have become the expected norm. Temporal

markers may wield unintended effects on review persuasion, holding the review constant.

Suppose you are interested in buying the latest version of
Apple's iPhone, and so you check the customer reviews at
Amazon.com to inform your decision. One customer praises
the phone for its fun new features and speedy processing,
making you even more excited to purchase. But what if you
notice that the review had been written just a few days after
the phone's release? How helpful and revealing would the
review now seem? Might you suddenly feel less confident
about the product, despite its recommendation? On the other
hand, imagine a scathing review that complains of several
technical issues, casting doubt on your decision. Would
knowing that this customer had owned the phone for only a
short time change your reactions in a corresponding way?
Might you suddenly feel more confident about the product,
despite its criticism?

This research examines how temporal markers in online reviews
influence how consumers perceive and react to them. Many
purchasing decisions, both big and small, involve first seeking
the advice of others who have had past experience with the
products in question—from choosing new computers, cars, and
kitchen gadgets to finding the best restaurants and vacation
packages (Brown and Reingen 1987; Day 1971). Accordingly,
the people from whom we seek advice spend varying amounts
of time with these products, which may have implications for
what the advice‐seeking consumer infers from their opinions.

Ten experiments find that consumers draw inferences from
temporal markers about the reviewer's experience and knowl-
edge of the product. Consumers infer that a shorter time to
review must mean the reviewer lacks sufficient experience with
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the product, which suggests their opinion is less informed and
trustworthy; all of which may often—but not necessarily and
not always—be true. Hence, consumers discount online reviews
posted at a proximate point in time (i.e., soon after purchase)
compared to that same exact review simply posted at a distant
point in time (i.e., long after purchase), because they infer the
reviewer must be less knowledgeable. This effect emerges across
valence, such that it undermines the positive impact of favor-
able reviews but mitigates the negative impact of unfavorable
reviews.

These findings make theoretical contributions to the literature
on word‐of‐mouth dynamics by highlighting how temporal
markers in a review—which are often explicitly publicized on
online platforms (e.g., Chen and Lurie 2013)—can lead con-
sumers to draw inferences about the reviewer, all while
holding constant all other communication features. These
findings also offer novel practical applications for online re-
viewers and review platforms: To boost persuasiveness (if that
is one's goal), advertising distant temporal markers may help;
to reduce persuasiveness (if that is one's goal), advertising
proximate temporal markers may help. Temporal markers
may be an important additional but yet‐understudied factor in
review persuasion.

1 | Previous Psychological Factors That
Influence Review Persuasiveness

Researchers have long been interested in identifying factors that
can predict when word‐of‐mouth communications will effec-
tively influence others and when they will not. Some factors
have consistently been shown to play a role (see Table 1 for
related research on this topic). For example, content that is
more extreme (Gershoff, Mukherjee, and Mukhopadhyay 2003),
vivid (Herr, Kardes, and Kim 1991), and memorable (Smith and
Schwarz 2016) is more likely to be accepted by receivers. While
positive information is more likely to be passed on (Berger
and Milkman 2012), negative information tends to create a
stronger and longer lasting impact on others (Chevalier and
Mayzlin 2006; O'Brien and Klein 2017). Finally, many previous
studies have focused on features of the source. For example,
information shared by similar or close others is more likely to
be adopted than the same information shared by strangers or
disliked others (Brown and Reingen 1987), as are recommen-
dations by sources with greater variance in their past reviews
(Wu, Jin, and Xu 2021). Most relevant to the current research,
recommendations and criticisms put forth by credible domain
experts are often more effective in changing opinions compared
to advice from nonexperts (Hovland and Weiss 1951; Levine
et al. 1978; Maddux and Rogers 1980; Petty, Cacioppo, and
Goldman 1981; Petty and Wegener 1998; Pornpitakpan 2004).
Indeed, knowledge is power, and consumers are generally more
persuaded by those who convey power (e.g., Cialdini's [2009]
authority principle).

Also informative, several other factors have been identified that
appear to play only a minor role in review persuasion. For
example, word‐of‐mouth exerts impact regardless of whether
it is transmitted online or face‐to‐face (Bakshy et al. 2011;

Berger and Iyengar 2013). Moreover, word‐of‐mouth reviews are
highly persuasive across many domains, from affecting sales of
mundane goods such as music content (Dhar and Chang 2009),
video games (Zhu and Zhang 2010), movie tickets (Chintagunta,
Gopinath, and Venkataraman 2010), and household products
(Moe and Trusov 2011), to shaping high‐stakes domains like
stock market performance (Luo 2007) and medical decisions
(Iyengar, van den Bulte, and Valente 2011).

Clearly, then, the effects of reviews (and increasingly today,
online reviews) are pervasive and pertinent, comprising a rich
literature (Day 1971; Keller and Fay 2009). Nonetheless, the
impact of temporal markers is less studied compared to these
established factors—despite their prevalence especially in
online contexts, and within today's speed‐sensitive climate of
quick access and immediate feedback that is the online norm.

2 | Temporal Markers and Consumers Drawing
Reviewer Inferences

When consumers experience incomplete information in
decision‐making contexts, they naturally make inferences about
missing attributes (Yates, Jagacinski, and Faber 1978) based on
their lay intuitions of how the world works (Broniarczyk and
Alba 1994). For online reviews written by strangers, some of the
missing information includes to what extent the review is based
on sufficient, accurate information. We suggest that consumers
hold the lay belief that more experience with a product leads to
more comprehensive information collection about it and,
therefore, a more valid review. Temporal markers—that is,
information in a review that suggests how long the reviewer
may have owned the product before posting their review (e.g.,
either directly in the form of reviewer statements about their
ownership length, and/or more indirectly via the difference
between the purchase date and the review timestamp; we will
test both)—may serve as a proxy for experience, perhaps lead-
ing consumers to assume insight by default. The more time
someone spends fixing a car, the more experience they gain in
automotive repair. It follows that more experience should en-
gender more informed knowledge about the topic at hand;
people who spend much time doing car repairs may know
more—or at least appear to others to know more—about the ins
and outs of cars.

These principles might be important for review persuasion. As
discussed earlier, consumers are more likely to be persuaded by
the opinions of those with explicit expert status (Maddux
and Rogers 1980; Petty, Cacioppo, and Goldman 1981; Petty and
Wegener 1998; Pornpitakpan 2004; but see McGinnies and
Ward 1980). Indeed, mere awareness of others' experience can
lead them to be perceived as better review sources (Campbell
et al. 2014; Pronin, Gilovich, and Ross 2004). Accordingly, we
suggest that temporal markers may lead advice‐seeking con-
sumers to make inferences about the experience reviewers have
amassed and, thus, the informativeness of their opinions, ren-
dering their reviews more or less persuasive—without explicit
expert status. For example, a review that is shared soon after
product purchase might imply a less knowledgeable reviewer,
which in turn might undermine the influence of the review's
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objective content. We suggest that consumers overgeneralize
this inference, even though there are many circumstances in
which longer ownership time does not always and not neces-
sarily equate greater experience (e.g., due to infrequent,
incorrect, or incomplete use of the product) and shorter own-
ership time does not equate lesser experience (e.g., due to prior
ownership or category research.)

We know of only one other paper that examines the effects
of time‐related information in online reviews (Chen and
Lurie 2013), which studies temporal contiguity cues. Specifi-
cally, it found that review cues that signal temporal proximity to
a service experience (and perhaps to the reader's current time)
help restore the impact of positive reviews, which are typically
discounted (e.g., Basuroy, Chatterjee, and Ravid 2003). This
effect is attributed to temporal proximity helping to establish a
closer causal relationship between the experience and the
review content, which counteracts the typical dismissal of

positive reviews as being a function of the reviewer's ego
(instead of the product). There are a few key differences vis‐à‐
vis the present research. First, Chen and Lurie's (2013) studies
focused on experiential consumption contexts that are highly
variable (i.e., restaurants, where the chef, staff, and menu fre-
quently turn over quickly), so review contiguity is critical to
assess review relevance and thus helpfulness, given that the
offering may change significantly during a long interim—unlike
for the material or more consistent experiential products that
we use in our research (e.g., appliances, fitness gym). Second,
Chen and Lurie's (2013) research also centered on mostly sin-
gular events (i.e., visits to restaurants), so gaining experience
with the product is less pertinent compared to the types of
products we studied. We add to this paper by showing that
temporal markers change the way a reviewer's expertise is
perceived and thus how their advice is received. Our findings
highlight the perspective‐taking process between receiver and
sender, suggesting consumers' subjective inferences about the

TABLE 1 | Relevant literature on psychological factors shaping message persuasiveness.

References
Psychological determinant(s)
of persuasiveness examined Finding

Gershoff, Mukherjee, and
Mukhopadhyay (2003)

Past opinion agreement between
source and recipient

Advice is more persuasive (is more likely to be
accepted) when there is a history of past opinion
agreement with the source, particularly on extreme

opinions

Wu, Jin, and Xu (2021) Variance in historical ratings Reviews are more persuasive (increase intent to accept
recommendation) when reviewer has given more

varied ratings in the past

Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) Review valence Reviews are more persuasive (lead to more change in
sales) when they are negative

Berger and Milkman (2012) Review valence and arousal WOM is more persuasive (is more likely to be shared)
when it is positive and/or produces high arousal

Herr, Kardes, and Kim (1991) Vividness WOM is more persuasive (leads to more aligned
attitudes) when delivered in vivid face‐to‐face than in

pallid print

Smith and Schwarz (2016) Vividness after a long time period WOM is more persuasive (leads to more extreme
opinions) when conveyed vividly even long after the

experience

Hovland and Weiss (1951) Expert status Messages are more persuasive (lead to more opinion
change) when the source is a domain expert

Levine et al. (1978) Expert status Advice is more persuasive (more likely to be followed)
when the source is a domain expert

Maddux and Rogers (1980) Expert status Messages are more persuasive (lead to more aligned
attitudes) when the source is a domain expert

McGinnies and Ward (1980) Expert status and trustworthiness Messages are more persuasive (lead to more aligned
attitudes) only when source is described as
trustworthy—expert status has no impact

Petty, Cacioppo, and
Goldman (1981)

Expert status and personal
involvement

Messages are more persuasive (lead to more aligned
attitudes) when the source is a domain expert and the

recipient has low domain involvement

Chen and Lurie (2013) Temporal contiguity between use
and review

Reviews of restaurant experiences are more persuasive
(helpful) when posted soon after the experience

This research Temporal markers Reviews of goods and services are more persuasive
(helpful) when posted longer after purchase
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reviewer's past—revealed via temporal information—bear on
their receptiveness to the review itself.

The possibility that consumers take temporal distance as a
signal of product expertise is especially important to test for
at least two reasons: First, per this account, temporal
markers may be a way to signal (or merely manufacture)
domain experience absent explicit expert status. Online re-
views depend on regular consumers posting their reviews,
and most typically do not possess special expert status (e.g.,
most reviewers of photo cameras are neither optical en-
gineers nor professional photographers). Temporal markers
may offer nonexpert reviewers an opportunity to signal
experience.

Second, social media has become an especially popular source
of online reviews, as many user posts are about their own ex-
periences and opinions (Dhar and Chang 2009; De Angelis
et al. 2012). And many outlets today formally host reviews (e.g.,
Amazon, Google, Yelp). By one estimate, for example, Yelp.com
receives over 100 million visitors per month, all of whom are
essentially seeking to learn from online reviews (Wilhelm 2013).
Across such platforms, time is of the essence. Online commu-
nication creates a sense of immediacy because it allows users to
broadcast their experiences in real time, promoting so‐called
“now” communication (Twenge and Campbell 2009). This
emphasis on immediacy pressures users to share information
quickly (Chen, Fay, and Wang 2003; O'Brien, Anastasio, and
Bushman 2011). If proximate temporal markers undermine
review persuasion—as we hypothesize—then this suggests such
platforms are being filled with information that consumers then
dismiss, highlighting inefficient information loss (Klein and
O'Brien 2018). Such platforms may benefit from strategically
emphasizing versus hiding temporal markers (depending on
their goals) to better ensure their content sticks.

3 | The Current Research

Ten studies tested the hypothesis that proximate temporal
markers in an online review (i.e., conveying the reviewer has
shared their review soon after product purchase) can under-
mine its persuasive impact compared to the same review shared
with distant temporal markers (i.e., conveying the reviewer has
shared their review long after product purchase)—because
consumers infer a less informed source (see Figure 1).

Experiment 1 provided initial real‐world evidence via a popular
store's website, where we found that reviews with proximate

(vs. distant) temporal markers were judged as less helpful by
online shoppers.

Experiments 2a–2b and Experiment 3 then more directly es-
tablished the effect in controlled experimental settings, whereby
we showed participants a positive review of a television
(Experiment 2a) and an exercise gym (Experiment 2b). Parti-
cipants rated the same review as less helpful when it featured
proximate versus distant temporal markers (e.g., “I bought this
one day [vs. year] ago”). Experiment 3 replicated this effect
across both good and bad reviews about the iPhone and showed
that this effect was indeed mediated by inferences about the
reviewer's experience.

Experiments 4a–4b then extended these findings to downstream
consequences. Proximate versus distant temporal markers in a
review about cars led participants to be less persuaded by the
review, anticipate weaker emotions after buying the car, and
feel less confident in the brand, for both positive (Experiment
4a) and negative reviews (Experiment 4b), mediated by
reviewer inferences.

Finally, Experiments 5–7 tested moderators. If, as proposed,
these effects are driven by an inferred lack of reviewer ex-
perience via the time‐experience link, the effects should be
attenuated when sufficient reviewer experience is affirmed
in other ways. Accordingly, proximate reviews of a laptop
were rated equally helpful as distant reviews when they were
written by professional experts (Experiment 5), when re-
views were about static products that are unrelated to
gaining more experience over time (Experiment 6), and
when we induced participants to value gut reactions over
experience (Experiment 7).

4 | Experiment 1: Basic Effect in Natural Settings

As initial evidence, we exploited reviews on the website of
Williams‐Sonoma, a popular kitchen and home retailer. The
retailer's review system is uniquely suited for our research
question because it permits reviewers to self‐report relevant
information about themselves, including ownership length (our
measure of time), in a structured format and lets readers indi-
cate whether they found the review helpful or not helpful.
These data enable us to test if reviews that contain distant
temporal markers are more persuasive (i.e., rated as more
helpful) in a field setting and to separate its effect from that of
other, possibly related qualities (e.g., greater skills, higher
product need, or review differences).

FIGURE 1 | Model overview.
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4.1 | Method

We scraped all reviews present on the Williams‐Sonoma web-
site as of March 31, 2021 (October 5, 2010 through March 31,
2021) yielding a total of 178,264 reviews.

4.1.1 | Reviewer Characteristics (Predictor Variable
and Control Variables)

For each reviewer, we recorded (up to) three variables that re-
viewers can (but are not required to) self‐report next to their
review text. First and foremost, we captured ownership length
(seven ordinal categories: less than a week, 1–4 weeks,
1–3 months, 3–6 months, 6–12 months, 1–5 years, over 5 years),
serving as a proxy for temporal proximity to purchase and our
focal predictor.

Further, we recorded usage frequency (seven ordinal catego-
ries: never, once a year, a few times a year, once a month, a
few times a month, once a week, everyday) and skill level
(four ordinal categories: novice, intermediate, advanced,
professional), which serve as control variables. See Figure 2
for the review interface.

A subset of 25,324 reviews (14.2%) formally reported ownership
length, and a subset of 23,662 reviews (13.3%) reported own-
ership length as well as both usage frequency and skill level.

Finally, for each reviewer, we also captured (based on a
reviewer ID) the number of reviews written (count) and the

number of “helpful” votes received across all their reviews
(count), also serving as control variables.

4.1.2 | Review Characteristics (Control Variables)

For every review, we recorded the rating given (stars: 1
through 5), recommendation decision (recommend: yes or
no), and review text. For the review text, we used the Lin-
guistic Enquiry and Word Count software (LIWC: Pennebaker
et al. 2015) to quantify six linguistic characteristics of each
review: word count, affect score, cognitive processes score,
and past, present, and future focus scores. The latter five
characteristics are expressed as a percentage of all words in
the review.

4.1.3 | Helpfulness Votes (Dependent Variable)

Finally, serving as our focal dependent variable, for each
review we recorded the number of “helpful” and “not helpful”
votes that readers have given it. We focus our results pre-
sentation in the main text on the count of “helpful” votes, but
we note here that results remain the same when using other
ways to represent helpfulness (e.g., “not helpful” votes
[results accordingly inverted]; the difference between “help-
ful” and “not helpful” votes; the proportion of “helpful” votes
among all votes; the presence of any [vs. no] “helpful” votes).
These results are reported in the Supporting Information:
Appendix.

FIGURE 2 | Sample screenshot of reviews displayed on Williams–Sonoma's website.
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4.2 | Results and Discussion

For descriptive statistics for all variables across the focal 25,324
reviews, see the Supporting Information: Appendix. To test if a
reviewer's product ownership length predicts number of
“helpful” votes received for the product review—above and
beyond other relevant reviewer characteristics and review
characteristics—we conducted zero‐inflated negative binomial
regression, a generalization of Poisson regression that can
accommodate both the zero‐inflation (9.64% of the subset of
reviews had received 0 “helpful” votes, 0 being the mode) and
the overdispersion that is frequently present in count data,
including ours (mean = 13.32, variance = 343.55). Results for
three different models are displayed in Table 2. Supporting our
hypothesis, irrespective of which control variables are included,
reviewer's ownership length predicted perceived helpfulness
(ps≤ 0.001). The temporal marker provided by Ownership
Length predicted review helpfulness above and beyond other
established factors that are known to increase review impact,
which we controlled for in our analyses (e.g., skill/explicit ex-
pert status: Petty and Wegener 1998; rating/recommendation/
valence: Basuroy, Chatterjee, and Ravid 2003). Importantly, the
finding that users weighted temporal information at least
equally strongly as (Model 2) or more strongly than (Model 3)
arguably more direct signals of product experience—usage
frequency and skill level—is in line with the idea that con-
sumers overuse temporal cues.

Again, additional analyses affirmed that this same effect of
ownership length also emerges when helpfulness is instead
conceptualized as the difference between “helpful” and “not
helpful” votes, the proportion of “helpful” votes among all

votes, or the presence (vs. absence) of any “helpful” votes.
Likewise, the effect of ownership length is significant and
negative when predicting the count of “not helpful” votes (see
Supporting Information: Appendix). Interestingly, reviewers
do not appear to fully appreciate the value of temporal cues.
First, almost half of those who included ownership length fell
into fairly proximate categories (14.7% owned for < 1 week;
31.0% owned for 1–4 weeks)—even though including
this information undermined helpfulness. Second, the vast
majority (85.8%) chose not to report ownership length—even
though reporting (vs. not reporting) ownership length was
associated with a greater likelihood of receiving any (vs. no)
helpful votes (B= 5.66, p< 0.001) and a greater count of
helpful votes (β = 0.377, p< 0.001).

While this data set demonstrates ecological validity, it is possible
that reviews of reviewers who chose to report ownership length
are different from those who chose not to report. To eliminate
such possible confounds, we followed up with experimental
replications, which afforded two major benefits. First, we could
control review content, and second, we measured perceptions of
the reviewer's experience to test if these inferences indeed
mediate the undermining influence of proximity.

5 | Experiments 2a–2b: Basic Effect in Controlled
Settings (Positive Reviews)

Experiments 2a–2b next tested more directly for the effect in
controlled experimental settings, across different goods, within
the domain of positive reviews.

TABLE 2 | Effects of ownership length and other reviewer and review characteristics on number of “Helpful” votes in experiment 1 (zero‐
inflated negative binomial regression).

Predictor variable

Model 1 (N= 25,324) Model 2 (N= 23,662) Model 3 (N= 23,662)

β (SE) β (SE) β (SE)

Focal reviewer characteristic

Ownership length 0.039 (0.004)**** 0.022 (0.004)**** 0.010 (0.004)****

Other reviewer characteristics

Usage frequency –0.015 (0.004)**** 0.005 (0.004)

Skill level 0.035 (0.011)**** –0.000 (0.011)

User's total reviews –0.011 (0.000)**** –0.010 (0.001)****

User's total “Helpful” votes 0.004 (0.000)**** 0.004 (0.000)****

Review characteristics

Rating given –0.059 (0.012)****

Recommendation decision –0.178 (0.042)****

Word count 0.004 (0.000)****

Affect –0.015 (0.002)****

Cognitive processes –0.003 (0.001)****

Past focus 0.001 (0.002)

Present focus –0.006 (0.002)****

Future focus –0.012 (0.005)**

**p≤ 0.05; ***p≤ 0.01; ****p≤ 0.001.
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We hypothesized that reviews would seem less helpful when
tagged with proximate (vs. distant) temporal markers, and
that this effect would be mediated by consumers' inferences
about the reviewer's experience with the product. Study 2a
also used a control condition with no temporal markers to
test if the observed patterns reflect a detrimental effect of
proximate reviews (as proposed) or a boost from distant
reviews.

5.1 | Experiment 2a: Electronics

This study was preregistered (https://aspredicted.org/CWP_
B7P). We recruited 300 participants (Mage = 30.50, 46.7%
women, 66.4% White) via Prolific Academic for $0.50, and
randomly assigned them to proximate, distant, or control
conditions. This sample size would be sensitive to effects of
d ≥ 0.46; we wanted to be sure we could detect even a much
smaller sized effect as it was likely that the control condition
would fall in between, and thus closer to, each of the focal
conditions. Respondents read a positive review of a televi-
sion from Best Buy (see Supporting Information: Appendix),
which began with either “I bought this television one day
ago” (proximate condition) or “I bought this television
one year ago” (distant condition), or it had no such temporal
marker (“I bought this television at Best Buy”; control
condition). Otherwise, the review was identical across
conditions.

After reading, all participants rated six items about the review
itself, comprising a “Helpfulness Index” (e.g., how reliable,
diagnostic, helpful; dependent variable; α= 0.96), and eight
items about the reviewer, comprising an “Experience Index”
(e.g., how experienced, informed, knowledgeable, trustwor-
thy; our proposed mediator; α= 0.94). All items were rated
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely), see Supporting Informa-
tion: Appendix for detailed items.

As a manipulation check, participants rated for how long it
seemed like the reviewer had owned the TV, from 1 (a very short
time) to 7 (a very long time). They also rated how relevant TV
are to their own life, from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very), to help
account for any potential differences in pre‐existing knowledge
or task engagement.

5.2 | Experiment 2a Results

Regarding the manipulation check: Participants in the proxi-
mate condition indeed thought the reviewer owned the televi-
sion for significantly less time than did participants in either
the control or distant conditions (Mproximate = 1.31, SD = 0.95,
Mcontrol = 3.47, SD = 1.45, Mdistant = 4.00, SD = 1.40; F(2, 299) =
123.71, p< 0.001, η2 = 0.45). Contrasts revealed that proximate
participants significantly differed from the other conditions
(ps < 0.001), and that control participants significantly differed
from the distant condition (p< 0.001).

More critically, see Figure 3 for these results regarding the
main measures. Proximate participants found the review to be

significantly less helpful than all other participants (Mprox-

imate = 3.32, SD = 1.38, Mcontrol = 4.63, SD = 1.31, Mdistant =
5.00, SD = 1.31; F(2, 299) = 43.89, p< 0.001, η2 = 0.23). Con-
trasts revealed that the proximate condition significantly dif-
fered from the other conditions (ps < 0.001), and that the
control condition significantly differed from the distant con-
dition (p= 0.049).

Proximate participants also perceived the reviewer as signifi-
cantly less experienced than all other participants (Mprox-

imate = 3.29, SD = 1.12, Mcontrol = 4.73, SD = 1.10, Mdistant = 5.32,
SD = 1.00; F(2, 299) = 94.15, p< 0.001, η2 = 0.39). Contrasts
revealed that the proximate condition significantly differed
from the other conditions (ps < 0.001), and that the control
condition significantly differed from the distant condition
(p< 0.001).

Bootstrapping analysis via SPSS PROCESS (Model 4; 10,000
iterations) using indicator coding (proximate serving as the
reference category and control condition being the intermediate
category) revealed a significant indirect effect of time on
helpfulness via perceived experience, both for the proximate
versus control comparison (95% CI = [1.16–1.81]) and for the
proximate versus distant comparison (95% CI = [1.77–2.44]).
Using sequential coding further showed a significant indirect
effect of time on helpfulness via perceived experience for the
control versus distant comparison (95% CI = [0.31 to 0.93]).

These results provide more controlled evidence for our
hypotheses and suggest the effect is mainly driven by proximate
temporal markers undermining consumer perceptions; when
consumers have no temporal markers, they appear to assume
the reviewer has sufficient experience, although distant tem-
poral markers do add a smaller—albeit significant—boost in
experience and helpfulness beyond the no‐temporal‐marker
condition. The next experiment further replicated these results
using a different kind of temporal manipulation and a different
product domain and different source.

5.3 | Experiment 2b: Experiential Purchases

We recruited 66 participants (Mage = 34.91, 53% women, 77%
White) via Amazon's Mechanical Turk for $0.10, and randomly
assigned them to proximate or distant conditions. This sample
size would be sensitive to effects of d≥ 0.9. They read a positive
review of a local gym (see Supporting Information: Appendix).
To expand on Experiment 2a, this review was for an unknown
brand and included generic (rather than specific) temporal
markers. The review began with either “I started going to this
gym a short time ago” (proximate condition) or “I started going
to this gym a long time ago” (distant condition). Otherwise, the
review was identical across conditions.

Participants then completed the same Helpfulness Index
(α= 0.95), Experience Index (α= 0.94), and relevance question
from prior experiments. As a manipulation check, participants
indicated via forced‐choice for how long the reviewer has been a
member of the gym (Short Time; Long Time; Don't Know/Don't
Remember).
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5.4 | Experiment 2b Results

Regarding the manipulation check: 92% passed the recall
question.

More critically, regarding the main measures: Proximate
participants found the review to be significantly less helpful
than did distant participants (Mproximate = 4.17, SD = 1.39,
Mdistant = 5.05, SD = 1.28; t(64) = −2.69, p < 0.01, d = 0.65).
They also perceived the reviewer as significantly less ex-
perienced (Mproximate = 4.39, SD = 1.27, Mdistant = 5.55, SD =
0.87; t(64) = −4.35, p < 0.001, d = 1.06).

Bootstrapping analysis via SPSS PROCESS (Model 4; 1000
iterations) revealed a significant indirect effect of time on
helpfulness through perceived experience (95% CI = [0.61
to 1.88]).

Together, Experiments 2a–2b consistently replicate the basic
effect across varied measures and manipulations, controlling all
review features aside from temporal markers.

In our next experiment, we examined negative reviews in
addition to positive reviews. If the patterns are driven by
inferences about reviewer experience, then valence should not
matter; proximate reviews should seem less helpful than distant
reviews for both recommendations and criticisms alike. We
tested this idea in Experiment 3. For further generalizability, we
also tested a new temporal manipulation and product domain.

6 | Experiment 3: Basic Effect in Controlled
Settings (Both Positive and Negative Reviews)

In Experiment 3, we hypothesized that reviews of Apple's
iPhone would seem less helpful when tagged with proximate
(vs. distant) temporal markers—regardless of whether the
review was positive or negative. In addition, we again

hypothesized that this effect would be mediated by inferences
about the reviewer's experience with the phone.

6.1 | Method

This study was pre‐registered (https://aspredicted.org/1PD_
8DL). We recruited 400 participants (Mage = 37.89, 48.0%
women, 68.8% White) via Prolific Academic for $0.50,
and randomly assigned them to a 2(time: proximate or
distant) × 2(valence: positive review or negative review)
between‐subjects design. This sample size would be sensi-
tive to effects of f ≥ 0.62 (comparable to d = 1.22). They read
a review of the iPhone (see Supporting Information:
Appendix) that included the phone's release date (May 3,
2011) and the date the review was written: either May 3,
2011 (proximate condition) or November 3, 2011 (distant
condition)—a more indirect manipulation of time than in
the previous studies. The review was either positive or
negative, but all other talking points were held constant
(e.g., “So fun and intuitive to use” vs. “Not fun or intuitive
to use”). Otherwise, the review was identical across
conditions.

Participants then completed the same Helpfulness Index
(α= 0.96), Experience Index (α= 0.96), manipulation check,
and relevance question from prior experiments.

6.2 | Results

Regarding the manipulation check: There was a main effect of
time such that proximate participants thought the reviewer
owned the iPhone for less time than did distant participants
(Mproximate = 1.80, SD = 1.47 vs. Mdistant = 3.50, SD = 1.46;
F(1, 396) = 132.28, p< 0.001, η2 = 0.25). There were no other
incidental effects (main effect of valence, p= 0.97; interac-
tion, p= 0.36).

FIGURE 3 | Results of experiment 2a (mean ratings), across conditions.
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More critically, see Figure 4 for the results regarding the
main measures. For helpfulness, there was an incidental
effect of valence such that negative reviews were rated as
less helpful than positive reviews (Mneg = 3.29, SD = 1.59 vs.
Mpos = 3.77; F(1, 396) = 6.50, p = 0.011, η2 = 0.02). More
important, there was also a main effect of time such that
proximate reviews were rated as less helpful than distant
reviews (Mproximate = 2.88, SD = 1.40 vs. Mdistant = 4.18,
SD = 1.45; F(1, 396) = 78.94, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.17), with no
interaction (p = 0.352). Contrasts revealed that proximate
reviews undermined the recommendations from positive
reviews (Mproximate = 3.01, SD = 1.34 vs. Mdistant = 4.40,
SD = 1.33; F(1, 396) = 47.94, p < 0.001) and also softened
the criticisms from negative reviews (Mproximate = 2.78,
SD = 1.45 vs. Mdistant = 3.91, SD = 1.54; F(1, 396) = 31.79,
p < 0.001).

Likewise, the same patterns emerged for reviewer inferences.
There was an incidental effect of valence such that negative
reviewers were perceived as less experienced than positive
reviewers (Mneg = 3.35, SD = 1.51 vs. Mpos = 4.00; F(1,
396) = 15.15, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.04). More important, there was
also a main effect of time such that proximate reviewers
were rated as less experienced than distant reviewers
(Mproximate = 2.86, SD = 1.36 vs. Mdistant = 4.49, SD = 1.23;
F(1, 396) = 151.70, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.28), with no interaction
(p= 0.717). Contrasts revealed that proximate reviewers
seemed less experienced than distant reviewers whether
they wrote positive reviews (Mproximate = 3.16, SD = 1.36 vs.
Mdistant = 4.69, SD = 1.19; F(1, 396) = 71.09, p < 0.001) or
negative reviews (Mproximate = 2.62, SD = 1.31 vs. Mdistant =
4.24, SD = 1.24; F(1, 396) = 80.79, p < 0.001).

Bootstrapping analysis via SPSS PROCESS (Model 5 for mod-
erated mediation; 10,000 iterations) with proximate coded as 0
and distant coded as 1 and negative coded as 0 and positive

coded as 1 revealed a significant indirect effect of time on
helpfulness (95% CI = [1.25–1.78]). The direct effect path was
moderated: time and valence interacted (F(1, 395) = 5.06,
p= 0.025) such that, when including the mediator, there was no
remaining direct effect for positive reviews (p= 0.83), that is,
full mediation, but some for negative reviews (p= 0.002), that
is, partial mediation. (Non‐preregistered analyses showed that
using models 7, 8, 14, 15, and 58 experience mediates for both
positive and negative reviews, but in all but model 15 there is no
moderation.)

These results demonstrate that the undermining impact of
proximate temporal markers (and their corresponding effect on
reviewer inferences) applies to negative reviews and positive
reviews alike. The next experiment moved beyond testing for
this effect to assessing its downstream consequences—which
again should apply to both positive reviews (Experiment 4a)
and negative reviews (Experiment 4b).

7 | Experiments 4a–4b: Downstream
Consequences

Experiments 4a–4b next assessed downstream consequences of
the basic effect, using a new product domain: cars. We
hypothesized that reviews of a car would generally wield less
impact (e.g., undermining consumers' purchase evaluations,
expectations, and decisions) when tagged with proximate (vs.
distant) temporal markers.

7.1 | Experiment 4a: Positive Reviews of a Car

We recruited 81 participants (Mage = 36.20, 51% women, 69%
White) via Amazon's Mechanical Turk for $0.10, and randomly
assigned them to proximate or distant conditions. This sample

FIGURE 4 | Results of experiment 3 (mean ratings), across conditions.
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size would be sensitive to effects of d≥ 0.81. They read a posi-
tive review of a 2013 Chevrolet Cruze from Cars.com (see
Supporting Information: Appendix), which began with either
“Bought this car one day ago” (proximate condition) or “Bought
this car one year ago” (distant condition). Otherwise, the review
was identical across conditions.

Participants then completed the Experience Index (α= 0.97),
plus the same manipulation check and relevance question.
More critically here, participants also completed the following
series of downstream dependent variables: How much would a
review like this (i) … persuade you to actually buy the car?, (ii)
… lead you to imagine feeling satisfied if you bought the car?,
(iii) … lead you to imagine feeling regret if you ended up buying
car?, and (iv) … lead you to feel like your money will be well
spent? In addition, after being reminded of the car's real MSRP
as an anchor, participants estimated how much they would be
willing to pay for the car (open‐ended text box).

7.2 | Experiment 4a Results and Discussion

Regarding the manipulation check: Proximate participants
thought the reviewer owned the car for significantly less time
than did distant participants (Mproximate = 1.41, SD = 1.11,
Mdistant = 2.60, SD = 1.19; t(79) =−4.61, p< 0.001, d= 1.03).

More critically, regarding the main measures: First, replicating
the basic “reviewer inference” effect, proximate participants
found the reviewer to be significantly less experienced than did
distant participants (Mproximate = 2.49, SD = 1.43, Mdistant = 4.32,
SD = 1.47; t(79) =−5.69, p< 0.001, d= 1.26). Second, proximity
indeed undermined the downstream impact of the review
(see Table 3, left columns). Proximate participants versus
distant participants were significantly less persuaded to buy the
car (t(79) =−2.86, p< 0.01, d= 0.63), anticipated much less
satisfaction (t(79) =−2.38, p< 0.05, d= 0.53), and thought their
money would be worse spent (t(79) =−2.31, p< 0.05, d= 0.53).
We did not find significant effects on anticipated regret
(t(79) = 0.73, p= 0.47, d= 0.16) or willingness‐to‐pay (t(79) =
−0.46, p= 0.65, d= 0.10), although the patterns were still in the
same hypothesized direction.

Individual bootstrapping analyses via SPSS PROCESS (Model 4;
1000 iterations) revealed a significant indirect effect of time on

through perceived experience on each dependent variable (95%
CIpersuasion = [1.13–2.71]; 95% CIsatisfaction = [1.22–2.79]; 95%
CIwellspent = [0.99–2.45]).

These findings provide evidence for downstream consequences.
One potential reason for the null effect on regret is the study's
sample size, which was only aimed to detect larger‐than‐
medium effects (d≥ 0.81) in line with the results of the previous
studies. However, to the extent that effects on downstream
outcomes are diminished, this sample size may have been un-
derpowered. Another reason might be because the review was
about a clearly positive purchase, rendering regret irrelevant
(unlike, e.g., satisfaction). We will test this possibility again in
the next experiment. Likewise, the null effect on willingness‐to‐
pay may have been an artefact of our one‐review design, given
that consumers likely want to search many reviews before de-
termining WTP (especially for big purchasing decisions like
buying a car). The next experiment extended these findings by
testing for consequences in the negative domain.

Examining reactions to proximate versus distant negative re-
views helps rule out that the observed patterns for positive re-
views are merely due to inferences about longer product
durability. A positive review implying all parts of a product still
work long after purchase may simply suggest remarkably high
durability, which readers may consider especially diagnostic of
product quality. However, by this logic, a negative review
implying that parts of a product already failed soon after pur-
chase should indicate remarkably low durability—which should
in turn be especially diagnostic. That is, if inferences about
durability were the driving mechanism, the effect should
reverse for negative reviews and proximate temporal markers
should make scathing reviews more telling.

7.3 | Experiment 4b: Negative Reviews of a Car

We recruited 76 participants (Mage = 34.41, 54% women, 79%
White) via Amazon's Mechanical Turk for $0.10, and randomly
assigned them to proximate or distant conditions. This sample
size would be sensitive to effects of d≥ 0.84. Procedures were
essentially identical to Experiment 4a, except we tested a dif-
ferent type of car and added three new dependent variables for
further generalizability. Participants read a negative review of a
2013 BMW Sedan from Cars.com (see Supporting Information:

TABLE 3 | Results of experiments 4a–4b (means, standard deviations), across conditions.

Dependent variable

Experiment 4a Experiment 4b

Proximate Distant Proximate Distant

Persuaded 1.93 (1.57) 3.08 (2.02) 1.33 (0.63) 2.90 (2.19)

Satisfaction 2.41 (1.75) 3.43 (2.06) 1.75 (1.42) 2.23 (1.48)

Regret 3.49 (1.84) 3.18 (2.00) 4.39 (2.22) 5.38 (1.76)

Well‐spent 2.78 (1.67) 3.70 (1.91) 1.67 (0.99) 2.13 (1.27)

WTP $14,035.59 ($4149.69) $14,377.50 ($2351.29) $19,263.89 ($11,194.06) $18,936.25 ($9545.53)

Brand badness — — 2.86 (1.97) 4.68 (2.04)

More research — — 6.25 (1.36) 5.28 (1.65)

Thumbs‐down — — 78% of P's 25% of P's
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Appendix), which began with either “Bought this car one day
ago” (proximate condition) or “Bought this car one year ago”
(distant condition). Otherwise, the review was identical across
conditions.

Participants then completed the Experience Index (α= 0.96),
plus the same manipulation check and relevance question—and
also the same persuasion, regret, satisfaction, money well spent,
and willingness‐to‐pay items from Experiment 4a. Here, how-
ever, the persuasion question was, “How much would a review
like this persuade you to not buy the car?”. In addition, parti-
cipants rated the brand as a whole via the question, “Overall,
how much do you agree with the statement: This line of cars
seems like a bad product”. We also assessed behavioral inten-
tions by asking, “How much would a review like this make you
want to keep researching and try to find other reviews?”.
Finally, we added an additional behavioural measure com-
monly found on review websites: Participants gave the review a
“Thumbs Up!” or “Thumbs Down!” based on helpfulness.

7.4 | Experiment 4b Results

Regarding the manipulation check: Proximate participants
thought the reviewer owned the car for significantly less time
than did distant participants (Mproximate = 1.81, SD = 1.80,
Mdistant = 3.40, SD = 1.89; t(74) =−3.75, p< 0.001, d= 0.86).

More critically, regarding the main measures: First, again
replicating the basic “reviewer inference” effect, proximate
participants found the reviewer to be significantly less ex-
perienced than did distant participants (Mproximate = 2.16,
SD = 1.10, Mdistant = 4.58, SD = 1.39; t(74) =−8.35, p < 0.001,
d= 1.93). Second, proximity again undermined the down-
stream impact of the review (see Table 3, right columns).
Proximate participants versus distant participants were
significantly less persuaded to avoid buying the car
(t(74) =−4.13, p < 0.001, d= 0.97) and anticipated less regret
(t(74) =−2.15, p < 0.05, d= 0.49). Further, they were less
convinced that the brand was bad (t(74) =−3.93, p < 0.001,
d= 0.90) and were more interested in other reviews
(t(74) = 2.79, p< 0.01, d= 0.64). Chi‐square results for the
“Thumbs Up/Down” showed that whereas only 25% of
distant participants gave the review a “Thumbs Down,” 78%
of proximate participants did so (χ2(1, N = 76) = 21.11,
p < 0.001).

We did not find significant effects on anticipated satisfaction
(t(74) =−1.43, p= 0.16, d= 0.33) or money well spent
(t(74) =−1.74, p= 0.09, d= 0.40)—although the patterns were
still in the same hypothesized direction—or willingness‐to‐
pay (t(74) = 0.14, p= 0.89, d= 0.03). As in Experiment 4a, we
suspect these null effects were driven by the inherent nega-
tivity of the reviews, rendering feelings of satisfaction and
money well spent largely irrelevant (unlike, e.g., regret).
Likewise, finding any meaningful effects on paying decisions
may be obscured by our single‐review methodological design.

Individual bootstrapping analyses via SPSS PROCESS (Model 4;
1000 iterations) revealed a significant indirect effect of time on

persuasion, anticipated regret, and overall brand (95% CIpersua-
sion = [0.02–1.71]; 95% CIregret = [1.27–2.81]; 95% CIbadbrand =
[1.63–3.36]). Experience, however, did not mediate the indirect
effect of time on desire for more reviews (95% CI =−1.08–0.14).
This null result too may have been driven by the fact that we
gave participants just a single review for big purchase decision,
leading to a generally high motivation to seek more reviews.

Together, Experiments 4a–4b demonstrate that the under-
mining effect of proximate temporal markers not only influ-
ences perceptions of the reviewer, but also influences how
consumers' feel about the product, the brand, and their own
potential purchase—despite being exposed to the same review
otherwise. Next, in Experiments 5–7, we assessed various
theory‐driven moderators while also assessing new domains.

8 | Experiment 5: Experts Don't Need Time

We propose that proximate temporal markers imply a less in-
formed reviewer, which drives the review's impact. Our final
three experiments complemented the process results from our
prior experiments with a moderation‐based strategy. If the
mechanism underlying the effect of time involves inferences
about experience, then reviewers who have already amassed
extensive experience (e.g., experts) may be less affected by
sharing proximate (vs. distant) reports.

8.1 | Method

We recruited 146 participants (Mage = 30.99, 47% women, 73%
White) via Amazon's Mechanical Turk for $0.15, and randomly
assigned them to a 2(time: proximate or distant) × 2(expertise:
amateur or professional) between‐subjects design. This sample
size would be sensitive to effects of f≥ 0.42 (comparable to
d= 0.84). They read a positive review of Samsung's Chrome-
book laptop (see Supporting Information: Appendix) that began
with either “I bought this laptop one day ago” (proximate
condition) or “I bought this laptop one year ago” (distant con-
dition). In addition, we included a banner above the review
labeled either with the company logo of Average Joe's (with the
tagline “Everyday Reviews From Everyday People”; amateur
condition) or of Consumer Reports (with the tagline “Profes-
sionally Trained Product Testers”; professional condition).
Otherwise, the review was identical across conditions.

Participants then completed the same Helpfulness Index
(α= 0.95), manipulation check, and relevance question from
prior experiments. We also assessed an additional manipulation
check regarding reviewer expertise (1 = not very expert, 7 = very
expert).

8.2 | Results

Regarding the manipulation checks: There was a main effect
of time such that proximate participants thought the
reviewer owned the laptop for less time than distant parti-
cipants (Ms = 1.66 vs. 3.97; F(1, 145) = 120.13, p < 0.001,

1045 of 1214

 15206793, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/m

ar.22163 by IN
SE

A
D

 B
usiness School, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [09/07/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



η2 = 0.45). There were no other incidental effects (main
effect of expertise, p = 0.73; interaction, p = 0.47). Similarly,
for expertise, there was a main effect of expertise such that
amateur reviewers were perceived as less expert than pro-
fessional reviewers (Ms = 3.05 vs. 4.55; F(1, 145) = 26.87,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.16). There was also a related main effect of
time such that proximate reviewers seemed less expert than
distant reviewers (3.41 vs. 4.20; F(1, 145) = 7.57, p < 0.01,
η2 = 0.05), with no interaction (p = 0.81). By design, a year of
exposure to the laptop boosted perceived reviewer expertise
no matter their initial expertise.

More critically, see Figure 5 (left panel) for the results re-
garding the main measures. There was an incidental effect of
expertise such that amateur reviews were rated as less helpful
than professional reviews, regardless of time (Ms = 3.93 vs.
4.85; F(1, 145) = 14.95, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.09). More important,
there was also a main effect of time such that proximate
reviews were rated as less helpful than distant reviews
(Ms = 4.12 vs. 4.65; F(1, 145) = 4.99, p< 0.05, η2 = 0.03). This
effect was directionally qualified by the predicted interaction
with expertise (F(1, 142) = 3.11, p= 0.08, η2 = 0.02). Contrasts
revealed that proximate reviews undermined the helpfulness
of amateur reviewers (Mproximate = 3.45, SD = 1.56, Mdistant =
4.41, SD = 1.12; p < 0.01), replicating the basic effect; yet
expert reviews were similarly helpful regardless of their
temporal marker (Mproximate = 4.79, SD = 1.30, Mdistant = 4.90,
SD = 1.70; p= 0.74).

The undermining impact of proximate temporal markers is
attenuated when the reviewer is described as an expert rather
than an amateur. Although experts were indeed viewed as
having less expertise after one day (vs. one year) with the lap-
top, this did not reduce their review helpfulness—presumably
because consumers assume such experts have amassed suffi-
cient experience elsewhere, consistent with our hypothesized
framework. Next, we explored a different theory‐driven mod-
erator, here at the product level (rather than the reviewer level).
Additionally, because most studies thus far used a realistic but
fairly large time gap of 1 year (except for Experiments 1 and 2b),
the last two studies will use a shorter time gap of just months.

9 | Experiment 6: Hedonic Versus Utilitarian
Products

Experiment 6 tested whether the effect of temporal markers is
moderated by product type, namely, hedonic versus utilitarian
products. Hedonic products provide immediate emotional
boosts, but are relatively static in the long term (Dhar and
Wertenbroch 2000; Kronrod, Grinstein, and Wathieu 2012). For
example, a colorful new poster may immediately appear beau-
tiful, and there is little expertise to be gained by owning it for a
longer time. In contrast, utilitarian goods often provide more
varied functionalities tied to experience. For example, owning a
laptop for a longer period of time should cause consumers to
learn more about its features and gain knowledge about its
overall value that they otherwise would not have developed. As
such, although proximate (vs. distant) reviews about utilitarian
products may be undermined, such reviews about hedonic
products may be undermined to a lesser degree.

9.1 | Method

We recruited 101 participants (Mage = 32.43, 48% women, 77%
White) via Amazon's Mechanical Turk for $0.10, and randomly
assigned them to a 2(time: proximate or distant) × 2(product:
hedonic or utilitarian) between‐subjects design. This sample
size would be sensitive to effects of f≥ 0.51 (comparable to
d= 1.02). They read a positive review of “The Food Traveler's
Handbook,” a real book from Barnes and Noble (see Supporting
Information: Appendix). The review began with either “Got this
as a gift from a relative a few days ago” (proximate condition) or
“Got this as a gift from a relative a few months ago” (distant
condition). In addition, the book contained photos only
(hedonic condition) or recipes only (utilitarian condition).
Otherwise, the product and review were identical across
conditions.

Participants then completed the same Helpfulness Index
(α= 0.97), manipulation check, and relevance question from
prior experiments. We also assessed an additional manipulation

FIGURE 5 | Results of experiments 5–7 (mean ratings), across conditions.
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check regarding how long it seems like it would take a person to
“master” the product (1 = no time at all, 7 = lots of time).

9.2 | Results

Regarding the manipulation checks: There was a main effect
of time such that proximate participants thought the
reviewer owned the book for less time than did distant
participants (Ms = 2.01 vs. 3.42; F(1, 100) = 26.28, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.21). There were no other incidental effects (main
effect of product type, p = 0.23; interaction, p = 0.13). Simi-
larly, for mastery, there was an incidental effect of time such
that the book seemed like it required more time to master
when owned for short versus long periods (Ms = 4.47 vs.
3.90; F(1, 100) = 3.74, p = 0.056, η2 = 0.03). More critically
here, there was also a main effect of product type such that
the photobook required less mastery than the recipe book
(Ms = 3.13 vs. 5.24; F(1, 100) = 50.99, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.34),
with no interaction (p = 0.45).

More critically, see Figure 5 (middle panel) for the results
regarding the main measures. There was no main effect of
time (p = 0.24) or product type (p = 0.91)—only the hypoth-
esized interaction (F(1, 97) = 6.23, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.06):
Contrasts revealed that utilitarian reviews suffered from
proximate temporal markers (Mproximate = 3.50, SD = 1.64,
Mdistant = 4.63, SD = 1.48; p < 0.01), replicating the basic
effect; yet hedonic reviews were similarly helpful regardless
of their temporal marker (Mproximate = 4.30, SD = 1.43,
Mdistant = 3.89, SD = 1.62; p = 0.35).

Although proximate temporal markers indeed undermined re-
views of utilitarian products (replicating the prior experiments),
they did not undermine equivalent reviews of hedonic
products—presumably because consumers know the latter
products do not much benefit from additional time. Finally, we
explored a third theory‐driven moderator, here via a situational
factor.

10 | Experiment 7: Inducing Consumers to Value
Gut Reactions

Finally, Experiment 7 tested whether the effect of temporal
markers is moderated by transient situational influences that
induce consumers to value gut reactions. If the effect is driven
by consumers' inferences about the reviewer's lack of experi-
ence, then first inducing consumers to value gut reactions—that
is, to value what reviewers learn at first glance, before amassing
experience—should moderate the basic effect, such that proxi-
mate (vs. distant) markers should undermine reviews to a
lesser degree.

10.1 | Method

We recruited 171 participants (Mage = 33.46, 44% female,
73% Caucasian) via Amazon's Mechanical Turk for $0.25,
and randomly assigned them to a 2(time: proximate or

distant) × 2(context: control or value gut reactions) between‐
subjects design. This sample size would be sensitive to effects
of f ≥ 0.39 (comparable to d = 0.78). Control participants read
a review of a real health food supplement from Amazon (see
Supporting Information: Appendix). The review began with
either “I've been using this drink mix for a few days now”
(proximate condition) or “I've been using this drink mix for a
few months now” (distant condition). Otherwise, the review
was identical across conditions.

Value Gut Reactions participants first read an excerpt of a
“popular press article about academic research” allegedly
from The New York Times, but really adapted from an pop-
ular write‐up of Gerd Gigerenzer's (2007) work on the value of
gut reactions (see Supporting Information: Appendix), before
evaluating the review. At the very end of the experiment (but
described here for clarity), these participants rated how dif-
ficult to understand and how believable the excerpt was, from
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). As intended, the article was easy
to understand (M= 1.86, SD = 1.12; vs. scale midpoint, t
(88) =−17.98, p < 0.001) and believable (M= 4.84, SD = 1.45;
vs. scale midpoint, t(88) = 5.47, p < 0.001)1.

All participants then completed the same Helpfulness Index
(α= 0.95), manipulation check, and relevance question from
prior experiments. As an additional manipulation check re-
garding the article, participants rated their agreement with the
statement, “Impulses are good; you don't need to spend lots of
time with something if you get an initial sense of whether it
feels right” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

10.2 | Results

Regarding the manipulation checks: There was a main effect
of time such that proximate participants thought the
reviewer amassed less time with the drink mix than did
distant participants (Ms = 1.81 vs. 3.95; F(1, 167) = 173.60,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.51). There was an incidental main effect of
context such that Control participants thought the reviewer
amassed less time with the drink than did Value Gut
Reactions participants (Ms = 2.71 vs. 3.05; F(1, 167) = 4.27,
p = 0.04, η2 = 0.02), but no interaction (p = 0.58). Similarly,
for the article check, there was a main effect of context such
that Value Gut Reactions participants indeed reported more
positive attitudes toward gut reactions than did Control
participants (Ms = 4.68 vs. 3.63; F(1, 167) = 19.20, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.10). There were no other incidental effects (main
effect of time, p = 0.91; interaction, p = 0.26).

More critically, see Figure 5 (right panel) for the results re-
garding the main measures. There was an incidental effect of
context such that Control participants found the review less
helpful than did Value Gut Reactions participants (Ms = 3.58 vs.
4.27; F(1, 167) = 11.56, p= 0.001, η2 = 0.06). However, more
important, there was also a main effect of time such that
proximate participants found the review less helpful (M= 3.61)
than did distant participants (Ms = 3.61 vs. 4.24), F(1,
167) = 9.64, p= 0.002, η2 = 0.06). Most critically, there was the
hypothesized interaction, F(1, 167) = 2.85, p= 0.09, η2 = 0.02:
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Contrasts revealed that the basic effect emerged only among
Control participants (Mproximate = 3.09, SD = 1.22, Mdistant =
4.06, SD = 1.32; p= 0.001). Among Value Gut Reactions parti-
cipants, proximate temporal markers did not undermine their
review perceptions (Mproximate = 4.13, SD = 1.48, Mdistant = 4.41,
SD = 1.27; p= 0.31).

These results reveal another theory‐driven moderator, here
at the level of transient situational influences that affect per-
ceptions of the time‐experience link. Even though proximate
reviewers lacked sufficient experience, their proximate reviews
still exerted influence when advice‐seekers were first induced to
more highly value gut reactions.

11 | General Discussion

Every day, consumers make purchasing decisions that involve
learning about the experiences of others who own the prod-
ucts themselves—which is often done via reading online
reviews. Large consumer literatures show that such word‐of‐
mouth information is pervasive and powerful in shaping how
consumers feel towards the product, what they think about
their buying experience, and whether or not they are ulti-
mately satisfied.

In 10 experiments, temporal markers consistently impacted
these dynamics. Consumers perceive reviews as less helpful and
persuasive when tagged with proximate versus distant temporal
markers (e.g., “Bought this one day [year] ago”) or no such
temporal marker—all while holding constant all other com-
munication features. We observed this effect both in the field
and in controlled experiments; across many different products,
temporal manipulations, review types, and outcomes measures;
and across both positive reviews (such that proximate temporal
markers undermine recommendations) and negative reviews
(such that proximate temporal markers soften criticisms). We
also observed consistent evidence for a process underlying this
effect: Consumers' inferences about the reviewer. Via mediation
evidence, we found consumers infer from proximate temporal
markers that the reviewer must lack an informed perspective on
the product, explaining why they then discount the review. Via
corresponding moderation evidence, we found the undermining
impact of proximate temporal markers was attenuated by con-
ditions that restored reviewer experience in other ways
beyond time.

11.1 | Insights and Implications

In many cases, consumers may be correct to discount proximate
reviews and to put more trust in distant reviews. However, we
believe there is value in establishing this assumption empiri-
cally, given burgeoning interest in factors that enhance or
diminish word‐of‐mouth impact. Surprisingly, the role of time
within review contexts has been less tested than factors such as
reviewer similarity (Brown and Reingen 1987), despite its
prevalence. Similarly, although temporal markers have been
studied in domains like motivation (Dai, Milkman, and
Riis 2014; Winet and O'Brien 2023), social judgment (Critcher,

Inbar, and Pizarro 2013; Klein and O'Brien 2017; O'Brien 2022),
and self and identity (Peetz and Wilson 2014), we know of few
papers that have tested temporal markers within contexts of
persuasion. The current research help fill this theoretical gap.

This kind of temporal inference may often make sense—but
surely it is not universally accurate. Mentioning one “just
purchased” a vehicle does not preclude months of preceding
test‐drives. Consumers may overgeneralize the time‐experience
link into situations where it does not necessarily apply, sug-
gesting they may be overly quick to dismiss proximate reviews
and overly quick to trust distant reviews.

From a managerial view, the current findings raise implica-
tions in today's online review landscape, where time is of the
essence and speedy reviews have become the expected norm
(Chen, Fay, and Wang 2003; Twenge and Campbell 2009).
Indeed, brief limited‐time trial experiences particularly
inspire users to share their (relatively uninformed) opinions
via WOM (Saenger and Thomas 2021). Given that proximate
temporal markers can undermine review persuasion, such
platforms are being filled with information that consumers
then dismiss. Platforms (as well as the ever‐growing popula-
tion of would‐be “influencers”) may benefit more from stra-
tegically emphasizing versus hiding temporal markers to
better ensure their content sticks2.

11.2 | Limitations and Future Directions

Along with the aforementioned ideas that could be fruitfully
tested further (e.g., the extent to which the basic effect reflects
accurate vs. overgeneralized inferences), future research could
also further disentangle perceptions of review helpfulness from
actual review helpfulness. To the extent distant reviews lead
consumers to make better purchases, the basic effect may reflect
a rational inference. However, as noted, time need not always
engender expertise, and little time does not necessarily reflect a
lack of expertise. In such situations, perceived review helpful-
ness may be less correlated with actual review helpfulness.

Future research could also further test other time‐related
reviewer inferences. For example, a review written very
quickly versus slowly might invite similar inferences as we find
here (e.g., conveying the reviewer is mindless and so
unreliable). Likewise, going beyond “customer reviews” per se,
things like performance evaluations, relationship advice, peer
reviews, and political debate may be undermined when people
share their beliefs soon versus long after being asked to do so.

In sum, the current research finds consumers hold particular
beliefs about the link between time, experience, and knowledge,
raising implications for how they perceive and react to online
reviews and reviewers beyond the content itself. Proximate (vs.
distant) temporal markers can undermine (vs. boost) review
and reviewer perceptions, all else equal. Consumers' inferences
here may often—but will not always—be accurate. This effect
thus not only suggests novel directions for research but also
raises timely insights for better understanding how consumers
navigate today's online review contexts.
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Data Availability Statement

The data that support the findings of this study are available from the
corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Endnotes
1While this manipulation may not be the most practical to implement
in real‐world shopping contexts, the study design chiefly serves to test
a theoretical prediction. There are certainly simpler ways to highlight
the merits of gut reactions in marketing communications (e.g., via an
advertising slogan).

2For reference: Within our Williams‐Sonoma data set, we found at
least 3211 in‐text references to time passed (i.e., ago, _day,
_days, week, weeks, month, months, year, years, long time, short
time, recently, forever), present in 1.8% of reviews. This bench-
marks well against other kinds of communication markers, like
the use of multiple exclamation points (2.4%); the words “love”
(3.1%) and “hate” (0.03%); references to a “warranty” (0.03%) or
being a “professional” or “chef” (0.08%). However, while re-
viewers do mention temporal markers organically when they write
reviews (see also Chen and Lurie 2013 who report similar such
statistics from Yelp), there is certainly room to increase the pro-
portion of reviews that mention this demonstrably useful tempo-
ral information.
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