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1.

Introduction
Customer centricity is at the heart of any successful business today. Digital has empowered consumers
in numerous ways, giving them greater choice and convenience when they shop, but also offering a
platform for them to share their views at the touch of a button. There are a host of platforms enabling
consumers to quickly and easily rate and review their experiences of a brand and its products, and
reach a large audience.
According to a study conducted by BrightLocal in November 2019,1 82% of US consumers read online
reviews for local businesses (with 52% of 18- to 54-year-olds saying they ‘always’ read reviews), while
the average consumer reads 10 reviews before feeling able to trust a business. In the UK, more than
three out of four (76%) consumers have checked online reviews on TripAdvisor, Google, Facebook or
Yelp.2
Social proof – in the form of ratings, reviews and testimonials for products, services or brands – is a
powerful influence on other consumers seeking validation of their choice.
According to the 2018 Online Reviews Survey by ReviewTrackers,3 Google is the most popular review
site in the US, cited by 63.6% of respondents, followed by Yelp, TripAdvisor and Facebook. In the UK, a
2019 survey by Uberall shows that 68% of consumers have checked online reviews on TripAdvisor,
compared with Google (27%), Facebook (18%) and Yelp (4%).4
This evolution means companies are no longer totally in control of their brand. Instead, consumers have
a far greater say in how that brand is shaped and perceived, and brands have no hiding place. They
must learn to engage with consumers in this new environment in order to assert their influence.

The report looks at the feedback economy, why it is important, and the challenges and opportunities it
presents brands. It offers a practical guide, showing how marketers can capitalise on ratings and
reviews as part of the marketing mix, as well as how to measure its effectiveness as a channel.

1.1

Executive summary
Marketers have an unprecedented number of tools at their disposal, and these devices, particularly in
the digital world, are evolving continuously and at great speed. Understanding which ones to deploy to
achieve specific objectives, and how to justify this investment to the board, is increasingly difficult.
This report focuses on ratings and reviews. This area is demonstrating a growing impact for brands, fed
by the twin trends of mobile ownership and social media. It looks at how and why online reviews have
grown and matured, and what this means for brands, who are now more exposed than ever before. It
also explores how organisations can go about investing in this area, including what to look for in a
specialist partner, why both third-party and owned reviews are important and which sectors are seeing
the most success and why.
Crucially, this report also arms brands with practical advice about how to drive this investment, the
processes and resources needed to make it work, and the multiple business benefits that can be
reaped from gathering – and applying – consumer feedback.

1

https://www.brightlocal.com/research/local-consumer-review-survey/
https://get.uberall.com/reputation-management-revolution-report-en/
3
https://www.reviewtrackers.com/reports/online-reviews-survey/
4
https://uberall.com/en-gb/company/press-releases/over-three-quarters-of-uk-consumers-check-online-reviews-with-tripadvisor-25-times-more-influential-than-google
2
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Key takeaways from the report include the following:

1.2

●

The rise of mobile ownership and the proliferation of social media have created a more savvy
and empowered consumer, in turn demanding that brands are more accountable and transparent.
Brands must embrace this new world and openly engage with consumers to succeed.

●

Millennials led the shift in power from brand to consumer, but consumers spanning every
demographic now rely on reviews to inform purchase decisions. Amazon has played a pivotal role in
the rise of the review culture.

●

Reviews have evolved from simple star ratings to featuring text, imagery and video,
delivering the authenticity consumers crave. Social media sites such as Instagram and
Snapchat have fuelled the appetite for visual content in reviews, and this is particularly popular with
younger audiences.

●

Brands need to invest in reviews on their owned media as well as on third-party review sites
in order to maximise reach and boost SEO. Both channels offer value, reach different audiences,
and can affect search rankings. Brands should ask if review partners are ‘open’ platforms, or if they
only run verified reviews, and decide which approach fits best with the company’s strategy. All key
platforms must be monitored, as consumers will post reviews regardless.

●

As well as having a pivotal role in search, Google has growing importance in the review
space. Accordingly, brands should find a reviews partner or platform that integrates with the search
engine.

●

Both positive and negative reviews can offer an opportunity, so it is important for brands to put
in place processes that will allow a quick response to them.

●

Vertical-specific review sites are growing in number, with travel and hospitality one popular
area. The banking and automotive sectors are embracing reviews to address historic consumer
trust issues.

●

The feedback economy continues to evolve, with artificial intelligence (AI) already having an
impact on how reviews are understood by businesses. Brands must embrace transparency and
facilitate ratings and reviews to demonstrate accountability and trustworthiness, while speed of
response will become increasingly important.

Methodology
The aim of this research is to identify best practice approaches, techniques, challenges and
opportunities for achieving success working with ratings and reviews partners.
The methodology involved two main phases:
Phase 1: Desk research to identify relevant issues, examples and models.
Phase 2: A series of in-depth interviews with a range of senior people at ratings and reviews
companies, as well as with brand-side senior marketers directly involved in managing ratings and
reviews.
Econsultancy would like to thank the following interviewees who contributed to this report:
●

David Blackhurst, Central Operations Director, Mitchells & Butlers

●

Pranav Desai, Vice President, Product Management, Reputation.com

●

Jonny Evans, Digital User Experience and Commerce Manager, Vauxhall

●

Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer, Trustpilot

●

John Flanagan, Managing Director, Cartridge People

●

Sophie Light-Wilkinson, VP Marketing and Business Development EMEA, Bazaarvoice

●

James Loar, Head of Consumer, Yell
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1.3

●

Ben Michaelis, Managing Director, ThinkEngine

●

Leigh Peacock-Goodwin, Head of Marketing and PR, Atom bank

●

Talia Shani, Director of Marketing, Yotpo UK

●

Adrian Valeriano, VP, EMEA, OpenTable

●

Matt West, Chief Executive Officer, Feefo

About Econsultancy
Econsultancy’s mission is to help its customers achieve excellence in digital business, marketing and
ecommerce through research, training and events.
Founded in 1999, Econsultancy has offices in London, New York and Singapore.
Econsultancy is used by over 600,000 professionals every month. Subscribers get access to research,
market data, best practice guides, case studies and elearning – all focused on helping individuals and
enterprises get better at digital.
The subscription is supported by digital transformation services including digital capability programmes,
training courses, skills assessments and audits. We train and develop thousands of professionals each
year as well as running events and networking that bring the Econsultancy community together around
the world.
Subscribe to Econsultancy today to accelerate your journey to digital excellence.
Contact help@econsultancy.com to find out more.

1.4

About the author
The lead author for this report is Nicola Smith. Nicola is a freelance journalist and writer who contributes
to a range of national and global newspapers, magazines and websites including The Times,
BBC.co.uk, Marketing Week and Raconteur.

Ratings and Reviews Best Practice Guide

6

2.

The Rise of Ratings and
Reviews

2.1

The twin forces of social media and mobile
The digital revolution has transformed the relationship between consumers and brands. One key facet
driving this continues to be the proliferation of social media.

Figure 1: Global daily active social media users

Source: Oberlo – Social Media Marketing Statistics5

Sophie Light-Wilkinson, VP Marketing and Business Development EMEA at Bazaarvoice, says: “If you
look at ratings and reviews it is really word of mouth and fundamentally that hasn’t changed. People
have trusted people for hundreds of years. But in very recent years the consumer has been more
empowered by the rise of social media, and brands are no longer in control of their advertising and
marketing because their consumers are doing it for them.”
It has put consumers in a dominant position, prompting a marked shift in the balance of power, as well
as in where consumers put their trust. Today’s consumers trust other consumers rather than brands or
retailers.
Adrian Valeriano, VP EMEA at online restaurant booking network OpenTable, adds that this emphasis
on peer-to-peer is one of the biggest drivers in this shift in dynamics. “As social media and mobile have
become more a part of our mainstream, it has driven a lot of this behaviour,” Valeriano says.
“People want to find their tribe, and social presents a great way to do that. When you couple that with
mobile, and the fact that everyone is making decisions from their mobile phones, that ability to

5

https://www.oberlo.co.uk/blog/social-media-marketing-statistics
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immediately click in and check credibility, authenticity and verification have become so much more
important.”

Meals have gone mobile
The average UK social media user takes just 65 seconds to snap the first picture after their meal is
served in a restaurant.
Almost half of diners (48%) claim that a restaurant’s opportunities for photographs play a crucial factor
when choosing where to dine.
Almost two-thirds (59%) of diners admit to visiting a restaurant’s Instagram page, hashtag or location
geotag before making their final decision on where to make a reservation.
— OpenTable, July 20186

Leigh Peacock-Goodwin, Head of Marketing and PR at Atom bank, agrees that the rise in smartphone
penetration (which reached 88% in the UK in 20197) coupled with social media has accelerated the
empowerment of the consumer. “Mobile devices and social networks are a great champion for
customers because they demand transparency and accountability from brands,” he says.
They have driven a “real transparency and a non-intermediated relationship between brands and
people,” he adds, which can be a boon for brands that are continually engaging with customers, looking
to understand what they think and do. Brands that are not embracing digital platforms to communicate
with consumers and build that relationship risk losing market share to competitors.

Today’s consumers are informed and able to research brand and product ratings and reviews at the
touch of a button, anywhere. As Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer for Trustpilot,
says: “It has never been easier for people to share their views and opinions through an online world
which is always on and which can be accessed instantaneously.
“This, of course, includes the ability for them to provide feedback about the brands and companies with
which they interact and the services and products they consume. The proliferation of feedback is no
longer just a nice-to-have, it’s now something that consumers expect.”

Key takeaway
Mobile and social media has changed the way people interact with brands, and companies must be
accountable, transparent and ready to engage.

2.2

Reaching beyond millennials
While millennials are widely agreed to have driven this movement, with their rapid adoption of both
mobile and social media, the empowered consumer now spans demographics. Pranav Desai, Vice
President of Product Management at Reputation.com, says: “Eight or nine years ago it was millennials
driving online reviews but now I think everyone is leveraging them. In the US, for example, people won’t
go to a physician if that physician hasn’t got at least six reviews collected in the last six months.”
Figures from BrightLocal’s Local Consumer Review Survey 20198 show that, in the US, 52% of 18- to
34-year-olds and 52% of 35- to 54-year-olds ‘always’ read online reviews for local businesses
6

https://press.opentable.co.uk/wait-a-minute-average-uk-diner-takes-first-social-media-snap-just-65-seconds-after-food-is-served/
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/uk/Documents/technology-media-telecommunications/deloitte-uk-plateauing-atthe-peak-the-state-of-the-smartphone.pdf
8
https://www.brightlocal.com/research/local-consumer-review-survey/#read-reviews
7
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(compared with just 28% of 35- to 54-year-olds the previous year), while 10% of over 55s said the
same. Only 17% of 18- to 34-year-olds and 7% of 35- to 54-year-olds ‘never’ read online reviews for
local businesses, compared with 29% of over 55s (Figure 2).
It means brands of any size in every sector must take ownership of what is being said about them and
where, and be part of the conversation.

Figure 2: The number of US consumers reading online reviews for local businesses

Source: BrightLocal9

In line with the widespread use of both mobile and social media, ratings and reviews are now accessible
for all, and consumers of all ages have greater authority when choosing which brand to buy from. The
type of review content might vary according to demographic, Light-Wilkinson says: “Video and picture
content is more likely to be uploaded by a younger demographic as part of a review, but written content
is left by different demographics and different ages.”
Brands appealing to a younger audience must facilitate the sharing of visual content, tapping into this
demand and encouraging a dialogue.

The feedback economy transcends demographics
“Millennials and Gen Z are highly engaged with digital technologies – Gen Z have grown up with them
from birth – but the use of these digital technologies and the increased expectation for better, quicker,
more accessible ‘everything’ is far broader and wider-reaching than just these younger demographics.
The ability and ease for consumers and people to be one voice communicating to the many transcends
age and demographics.”
— Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer, Trustpilot

9

https://www.brightlocal.com/research/local-consumer-review-survey
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Key takeaway
Younger demographics have driven the feedback economy – and continue to post more video and
image content than other demographics – but consumers of all ages are influenced by reviews when
they make purchases.

2.3

The Amazon effect
Amazon has also played a key role in changing consumer expectations. The company first enabled
customer reviews on its site in 1995 and, after initial scepticism, it gathered pace, changing consumer
demands and prompting more retailers to introduce it. Amazon was pivotal in how consumers buy, sell,
and transact, powering the growth of ecommerce. According to research released by Mintel in March
2019,10 86% of Brits are Amazon users or shoppers, while 70% of Amazon customers shop on the site
at least once a month.
“Amazon has become so big, everyone is used to looking at it and leveraging it for product purchases
and reviews,” Desai says. “Even when people buy something from their local store, many still go to
Amazon to check the reviews because, from a volume perspective, it has so much consumer feedback.”
Indeed, according to Wunderman Thompson Commerce’s Future Shopper Report 2019, 56% of global
respondents start their search for specific products on Amazon, while more than twice as many Amazon
Prime members start their searches on Amazon as do non-Prime members (77% vs. 37%).11 Amazon’s
influence cannot be denied.

Amazon affects sales across all channels
“Amazon’s importance as a marketing platform can’t be understated. Even shoppers who have no
intention of actually buying anything from Amazon still visit the platform in order to learn more about
products, compare prices, and read customer reviews. This may be preliminary research or shoppers
may be doing it while walking around a brick-and-mortar store (this works both ways: 78% of customers
have purchased an item with their mobile device while browsing in a store).
“Successful brands, whether or not they consider Amazon to be one of their primary sales channels,
invest in their Amazon search performance and product detail pages because they are aware of the
platform’s impact on their sales across all channels, both online and offline.”
— Turning Amazon Traffic into Amazon Sales: Clavis Insight + One Click Retail, August 201812

It is a view echoed by Talia Shani, Director of Marketing at Yotpo UK. She says nothing has affected
customer expectations more than Amazon, with the ecommerce giant setting the standard for shopping
online with fast/free shipping, one-click payment and availability of user-generated content (UGC) like
reviews, customer photos and videos. “Today, missing any of these elements in online shopping can be
a barrier to business, resulting in a host of new technology solutions looking to enable these Amazon
‘basics’ across digital brand experiences.”
Today’s consumers know their value, and they want real-time information and greater control. Their
expectations for transparency, clarity and speed of response have been raised, and brands who fail to
address these needs will fail to engage with consumers. It is an expectation which now spans all
organisations, from restaurants to dentists, retailers to car showrooms, though meeting this expectation
10

https://www.mintel.com/press-centre/retail-press-centre/the-amazon-effect-nine-in-ten-brits-shop-on-amazon
https://insights.wundermanthompsoncommerce.com/the-future-shopper-2019
12
http://go.clavisinsight.com/rs/573-RCS461/images/Turning%20Amazon%20Traffic%20In%20to%20Amazon%20Sales_August%202018.pdf
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can pay off. Research carried out among small businesses in the US in 201913 showed that businesses
that claim their free listings on at least four review sites earn 58% more revenue than those who do not.
Vauxhall carries out extensive user research on its website to help it to structure its content. Jonny
Evans, Digital User Experience and Ecommerce Manager at Vauxhall, says that reviews are frequently
cited in the top three areas consumers want to access when they visit www.vauxhall.co.uk. “Price is a
number one, as you would expect, and images are number two, but reviews are invariably the third
most popular demand.”
Amazon has had a lasting legacy, and brands are advised to keep a close eye on its ongoing innovation
as it continues to shape consumer behaviour.

Key takeaway
Amazon has led the way in changing customer expectations, including pioneering online reviews, which
continue to impact sales across all channels.

2.4

Transparency, accountability and authenticity are the new
normal
For brands, the main impact of the empowered consumer is a need to be transparent, accountable and
authentic. No longer can businesses hide behind low quality products or poor service or customer
experience. They will quickly be exposed by consumers in ratings and reviews, or on social media, and
word will spread. According to research by BrightLocal, 82% of US consumers read online reviews for
local businesses (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Reviews are important for local businesses in the US

Source: BrightLocal14

13
14

https://www.womply.com/impact-of-online-reviews-on-small-business-revenue/
https://www.brightlocal.com/research/local-consumer-review-survey
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As Evans says, consumers like to feel in control, and they are savvier about the level of product and
service they expect. He gives the example of Tesla, which offers the same product price on its website
as it does in the showroom. “Suddenly that customer feels a lot more connected because it fits their
expectations. There are no sudden changes, the brand experience is very consistent, and they know
what they’re getting – they feel in control.”

Evans adds that such clarity will be essential if brands are to encourage people to start buying cars
online. “Even things as simple as being transparent and consistent about the best price, the finance
price, how much they will get for their current car etc. will give them the confidence to make that
decision.”
It comes down to trust. Many brands today are more open and transparent than in the past, and those
that are not are soon exposed. It means consumers can afford to be discerning, and they will quickly
select another brand to work with – often at the touch of a button – if one fails to meet their
expectations.
“From our perspective it is about creating that trusted experience,” says Matt West, Chief Executive
Officer at online customer reviews and insight platform Feefo. “As a business, we are very passionate
about that and think it is really important. I am a consumer too and I want to trust a brand and believe
that what they tell me is true.”
Indeed, the 2019 Edelman Trust Barometer15 found that trust is one of the most important deciding
factors when people choose a retailer to buy from. Some 82% of consumers said trust influences their
retail buying decisions, just behind quality (85%), value (85%) and convenience (84%).
There is no shortcut to building trust. Brands have to make themselves accountable, and ratings and
reviews provide a platform on which to build.

Figure 4: When brands build trust, customers reward them

Source: Edelman16

15

https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/201907/2019_edelman_trust_barometer_special_report_in_brands_we_trust.pdf
16
https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/201907/2019_edelman_trust_barometer_special_report_in_brands_we_trust.pdf
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The brands that win will have the customers firmly in their sights
“Brands and companies need to have a relentless focus on customers’ needs and the experience they
offer. The brands that are trying their hardest to do the right thing by their customers and who are acting
in a genuine and transparent way are the ones who will win.”
— Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer, Trustpilot

Businesses must embrace this new order of things. Valeriano continues: “Brands need to recognise that
this is how people are making decisions now. Businesses can’t decide to sometimes pay attention to it
and sometimes not – they must live by it if they want to survive.”

Key takeaway
Brands have to embrace the new world of authenticity and transparency and engender trust among
consumers. Those who fail to do this will soon be exposed.
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3.

The Evolution of Ratings
and Reviews Websites

3.1

How review sites have become richer sources of
information
When ratings sites first emerged, they were basic, and often limited to star ratings rather than text
reviews. But as technology has advanced, and smartphones have become more sophisticated, ratings
and reviews have also evolved.
Pranav Desai, Vice President of Product Management at Reputation.com, says many features have
been added to online reviews in recent years. Reviews may now borrow from more traditional surveys
to ask consumers additional questions about their experience, such as ambience in a restaurant or
onboarding at a new business.
Sub-ratings have also been introduced, Desai says: “Review sites are now adding these sub-ratings to
their story. Look at Glassdoor – they now have a work life balance sub-rating, while TripAdvisor asks
about the quality of service provided as well as about the customer experience. All of these sites are
now starting to tell you the customer experience story and displaying sub-ratings for each function of the
business.”
This granular information gives consumers a much clearer idea of a brand, product or service and is far
more useful than a crude star rating, but it means businesses are that much more exposed. From the
product or service itself to the customer support or delivery, it is now quick and easy for consumers to
share detailed feedback on their experience.
Brands must make it easy for consumers to share this level of detail, and encourage feedback,
promoting transparency and making themselves accountable.
Reviews have also become more visual, driven once again by the trends in social media. Desai
continues: “Look at Snapchat and Instagram: brands are realising that Gen Z is going to be all about
images and videos, not writing out long sentences, because if you use your phone you don’t have the
ability or inclination to type lengthy reviews. I am seeing a lot of review sites adding the ability to upload
images as part of a review, and the benefit is that a picture can speak a thousand words.”

Google enables customer photos in product reviews
In October 2019, Google announced that it would allow customer photos to appear in its Google
Shopping product reviews. This UGC content is valuable to other consumers as well as brands and
retailers, who can include images of everyday consumers using their products in ads.
OpenTable is one example of an online business which encourages diners to upload their own images
as part of their review. Adrian Valeriano, VP, EMEA at OpenTable, says images are a pivotal part of
today’s feedback experience, but brands have to embrace it. “Businesses often have this love/hate
relationship with user-generated photos but you look at the popularity of Instagram and it has very little
text, it is all pictures. That is a sneak peek of where this is going.”
Vauxhall works with Feefo to generate consumer reviews which feature on its website. It also partners
with automotive content platform, Storystream, which captures and collates digital content.
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Jonny Evans, Digital User Experience and Commerce Manager for Vauxhall, says that while Feefo
communicates with a highly engaged audience of new owners to encourage reviews, Storystream will
source a wide range of images of Vauxhall cars from social media, giving the brand complete coverage.
“We capture stuff from users who maybe bought a Vauxhall 10 years ago and they’ve posted a picture
of them on a beach with it and posted it on Twitter. That might have been missed with Feefo, whereas
Storystream enables us to close the loop, which is really important.
“We don’t just want glossy photos of a new car on a driveway – we want to capture the lifetime of the
car as well, telling the story of how it has become part of the family and part of someone’s life. Images
really enable us to capture feedback from the whole lifecycle, not just the honeymoon period, and bring
the products alive.”
Images can enable brands to deliver the authenticity consumers increasingly crave, illustrating shots of
a product in a multitude of different environments, without studio lighting or a set. This helps to convey
trust.
Videos within reviews can also be powerful, but they are in their infancy. While most consumers can
take good quality photos on their smartphones now, videos can be more challenging for the average
consumer to shoot well. “We ask consumers to share photos and videos but we would probably rather
have photos because the quality of video tends to be lower, and you tend to get background noise,”
Evans says.
Desai says he fully expects to see video reviews grow in popularity, especially on Instagram on
Snapchat. “You have lots of influencers and micro-influencers [on those platforms] talking about why a
business is good and using video clips that talk about that. That is on the horizon.”

Key takeaway
Reviews have evolved from simple star ratings to text, imagery and videos – fuelled by the popularity of
visual social media sites such as Instagram and Snapchat – which delivers the added authenticity
consumers crave.

3.2

Where brands need a presence
From generic third-party review sites such as Google and Yelp, to sector-specific third-party sites such
as OpenTable and TripAdvisor, to social reviews on sites such as Facebook, to reviews on brand’s own
websites, which platforms should businesses prioritise?
James Loar, Head of Consumer at Yell, says both third-party review sites and reviews on brand
websites are necessary and valuable. “Customers want to see relevant and contextual information from
your site, but they also want to gain comfort from getting input from the ‘big names’ [such as Google,
TripAdvisor etc.].”
Some review sites are open platforms, such as Trustpilot, which allows consumers to post reviews
either by their own initiative, or by being invited. Other platforms, such as Feefo, are invitation only,
meaning personal feedback requests are sent to customers on behalf of businesses to make sure that
the reviews collected are from the actual experiences of genuine customers.

3.2.1

Third-party reviews
Google Reviews, which appear alongside a brand’s Google search results, has wide reach (though
consumers can only review a business on Google if they have a Google account). According to Google,
every month on the search engine there are:
●

5 billion searches for restaurants
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●

3 billion searches for hotels

●

1 billion searches for clothing shops

●

600 million searches for hair and beauty salons

●

5 million searches for coffee shops.17

A brand’s results will show up when a consumer uses Google to search on a product or service that
they offer, or their specific brand. This surfaces the content to an engaged individual at the relevant
time, showing the company’s average star rating and review.

Google is the review site of choice in the US
63.6% of US consumers say they are likely to check online reviews on Google before visiting a business
– more than any other review site.
— ReviewTrackers, 201818

Anyone can leave a Google review without having to prove that they have engaged with that company
or bought its product or service. However, Google also has ‘verified reviews’, which can only be made
by customers who have made an online purchase. These reviews are marked as ‘verified’, giving
consumers additional confidence.
Google’s reviews also influence Google’s search algorithm, so the more reviews a brand generates –
both on Google and on the brand website – the more likely that brand is to show up on the first page of
search results and in the all-important top three listings.

Reviews boost organic search
“There is only so much that paid search will do for you and at some point you need an organic strategy.
Reviews are a tremendous way to leverage that organic opportunity. Google rewards fresh usergenerated content… so the more you create, the more visible you will be, because it helps more users.
“Also, when you respond to those reviews, businesses can leverage keywords in their responses. So, if I
am an automotive dealership, I can say we are the only dealer that services the 1969 Ford Mustang in
the area of Detroit, Michigan so please come by. That becomes an SEO strategy. That is low-hanging
fruit that CMOs can leverage both on their website and on Google.”
— Pranav Desai, Vice President, Product Management, Reputation.com

To earn Google reviews, brands need to set up a Google My Business account, which syncs with other
Google features such as Google’s Local Search results and Google Maps, to ensure the location of the
organisation also shows up following a search.
Google dominates the review ecosystem. It is important for brands to understand how it works and
manage their local search and ratings, while staying informed of Google’s continued innovations. It is
not a platform brands can afford to neglect.

17
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https://www.google.com/intl/en_uk/business/
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How star ratings on Google My Business profiles affect conversions
Based on the Google My Business profiles of 64,000 business locations, global research by Uberall in
2019 found that:


A star rating increase of just 0.1 could increase the conversion rates of a business location by 25%.



The review star rating where conversions peak is 4.9 [for enterprise companies], but it is difficult for
most businesses to achieve this score.



Locations that move from a 3.5- to a 3.7-star rating experience conversion growth of around 120% –
the highest percentage growth jump from any star rating.



Businesses with 4 stars convert more than any other star rating and enterprise businesses and global
brands start to outperform SMBs [small- to medium-sized businesses] around the 4.4-star rating
mark.
— Uberall, November 201919

Within social media, the most popular site for reviews is Facebook. As of Q3 2019, the site had 2.45
billion monthly active users,20 and one in three users use it to look for recommendations and reviews.21
To take advantage of Facebook as a reviews platform, brands need to set up a Facebook Business
page, which enables consumers to leave a Yes/No answer to whether they would recommend that
business. Users can then add text, photos and tags to expand on what they recommend about a
business.

For vertical-specific review sites, such as TripAdvisor, brands can either request a listing, or a consumer
can initiate a listing for a brand by posting a review of their product or service. Brands that find someone
has already reviewed their business can claim the listing to confirm that they are affiliated with the
organisation, which gives them authority to respond to comments and reviews.
When considering third-party review sites, check which ones have relationships with Google. Those that
do – such as Bazaarvoice, Feefo, Trustpilot and Yotpo – act as ‘sources of feedback’ to Google in
determining reviews and, in turn, can have an impact on a brand’s search rankings.

How to identify the most effective review sites for your brand
Ask your customer which review sites they frequent and which ones they leave reviews on. Study
competitors too, and find out which review platforms they are most active on – do they have certain
badges on their site, such as TripAdvisor or Trustpilot? Which review sites rank first if you search on
their company name?
Make a shortlist of sites by selecting review platforms that are key for your business and its target
customers. Try to include a mix of local, general, and industry-specific platforms. Find out which sites
attract the most traffic and frequency of reviews, and prioritise these.
Third-party sites can also be helpful in generating brand awareness and spurring consideration. Brands
need to be acutely aware of the fact that consumers are often reviewing their products and services on
one of the many review sites anyway – it is not dependent on a brand’s approval. It is worth

19

https://uberall.com/en-gb/solutions/objectives/reputation-management
https://investor.fb.com/investor-news/press-release-details/2019/Facebook-Reports-Third-Quarter-2019-Results/default.aspx
21
https://www.facebook.com/business/recommendations
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remembering that regardless of whether a brand has ‘claimed’ its profile on a site like TripAdvisor, or
whether it approves of its reviews, customers will still leave them.
“Ultimately, on a third-party site like Google, a brand can’t have control over their reputation,” says
Leigh Peacock-Goodwin, Head of Marketing and PR for Atom bank. “But if they’re not actively engaged
with it, they’re not interacting or responding to what could be misinformation.”
He adds that how a brand responds, and the visibility of that response, is critical. It also offers an
opportunity: “Third-party review sites such as Google or TripAdvisor can be a valuable tool because
they give brands an opportunity to provide information when queries and complaints are raised.
Hopefully it enables you to serve the right content to answer people’s questions, and remember, this will
be visible to others who are searching on you, or who come across your reviews on these platforms.”

Consolidate reviews
“It was clear for us in hospitality that reviews were being generated whether we chose to manage this
area or not. Initially this was mainly on TripAdvisor, but now Google have by far the highest review
volume relating to our business and it has changed fast.
“My advice would be to find a way to consolidate all of this information via a platform like Reputation.com
and then begin to interact with these reviews. We ask our site teams to respond to all reviews and this
not only enhances our online reputation, but means they are clear what needs to happen to improve
service in their business.”
— David Blackhurst, Central Operations Director, Mitchells & Butlers

Mitchells & Butlers responds to almost all of the 750,000 reviews it receives on average each year.
Consolidated central reporting on this means that the brand can see who responded to a review and
how quickly. Five years ago, before working with Reputation.com, Mitchells & Butlers estimates that it
responded to only 20% of the 100,000 reviews it was then receiving per annum.

3.2.2

Owned reviews
Talia Shani, Director of Marketing for Yotpo UK, says that owned and third-party review channels play
slightly different roles. “Owned reviews give brands direct insight into individual customers and provide
an excellent opportunity to build one-to-one relationships.
“If it’s a positive review, the brand can send a thank you or coupon or offer. If it’s negative, the brand
has an immediate opportunity to connect, rectify and build goodwill.”
This allows brands to create testimonials, as Desai explains: “If you want to showcase to your prospects
that this is a good place to engage and do business, there is nothing like featuring a picture with a
happy customer review. As long as you are getting organic traffic to your website, you should focus on
featuring reviews on your website as well.”
Owned reviews on a brand’s website also affect how a business ranks on Google: the more reviews a
brand has (both good and bad), the higher it will rank, because Google sees this as an indication of
trust. Shani says investing in owned reviews is the best strategy: “In addition to on-site benefits, Google
rewards brand websites with verified customer reviews with a higher placement in organic search. Great
reviews can also be showcased across other marketing activities, including commercials.”
However, there is the issue of trust and partiality on any brand website. Evans says working with a
partner can add weight to the brand’s customer reviews. “People can sometimes feel funny about
trusting reviews on owned websites [because they can question if only positive reviews are being
showcased]. Working with a trusted partner confirms that reviews are plausible.” It also reinforces brand
transparency.
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On vauxhall.co.uk, the Feefo-branded star rating shows up in a banner above relevant product content,
such as above a specific model of car, and users can click through to read reviews. All reviews are
published, both negative and positive. “We publish everything unless it is offensive,” says Matt West,
Feefo’s Chief Executive Officer.

Figure 5: Vauxhall showcases its Feefo ratings above relevant content on its website

Source: Vauxhall

Reviews boost CTR
Trustpilot has seen brands’ click-through rates increase by an average of 10-45% as a result of featuring
reviews.
— Trustpilot

Ultimately, brands must understand the customer journey and make information available to their
audience where and when they need it. This includes engaging with consumers who are leaving
reviews on third-party sites, as well as amplifying reviews on their own brand sites.

Questions brands should ask before they invest in reviews


Do we want to become more customer-centric as a company?



Are we willing to take all feedback (positive and negative) and use this customer insight as a means
to improve our company?



Are we willing to put the right resources into reviews to ensure we are responsive and act on people’s
feedback?
— Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer, Trustpilot
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Key takeaway
Consider working with third-party review sites and partners, as well as featuring reviews on the brand’s
website, as both channels offer value, reach different audiences and can affect search rankings. Also
find out whether third-party reviews are verified and decide how important this authentication is to the
business and its audience.

3.3

Which sectors are leading the way
“Customers are acutely aware of [review] sites and how reviews are a core part of the decision
process,” says Loar. “All the best review sites are not just focusing on how to generate volumes of
reviews, but also how they improve the quality of these reviews, to ensure they’re useful and relevant to
customers. There’s been an evolution of vertical-specific review sites which is far more subject specific
and thus, proving incredibly valuable to customers.”

Figure 6: OpenTable is one of a number of popular review platforms within the
restaurant sector

Source: OpenTable

3.3.1

Travel and hospitality
Vertical-specific sites have firmly established themselves in the travel and hospitality sector. As of
February 2019, TripAdvisor has more than 760 million reviews,22 while OpenTable, which has seated
more than 2 billion diners via online reservations since its inception in 1998, sees more than 1 million

22

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/cant-get-a-table-at-the-1-restaurant-find-top-rated-alternatives-with-the-tripadvisorapp-right-now-300887694.html
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verified reviews contributed globally each month. The company works with more than 54,000
restaurants around the globe.23

Flight Centre is increasing its rating
Flight Centre works with Trustpilot, showcasing reviews throughout its marketing including its website,
social channels, brochures and inside its stores. Its customer experience team looks at every review that
comes in and flags any that it believes require action. This allows the business to either fix the issue
straight away or improve the process for the next customer.
Flight Centre’s TrustScore [a measure of customer satisfaction, rather than an average] jumped from 8.8
to 9.8 in the space of just one year.24 It now has more than 24,000 Trustpilot reviews.
Adrian Valeriano, VP EME at OpenTable, says that while brand reviews might be dominant over
product reviews in some sectors (or vice versa), depending on their offering, travel and restaurants sit at
a crossroads because they encompass the product, service and brand.
“I view restaurants as being at the very sophisticated end of the spectrum because it involves so much
more than just ‘the pasta was really good’ or ‘the veg was really fresh’ – there is the atmosphere, crowd,
buzz, service – and then ‘was it good value for money?’ I think restaurant reviews, by their very nature,
are leading the way in sophistication for consumers,” Valeriano says.
Restaurants are also dominant on general review platforms, such as Google and Yelp. Indeed, the Yelp
restaurants category receives the greatest number of reviews on the platform, totalling 49% of all Yelp
reviews (177.4 million worldwide, as of 31 December 2018) combined.25

David Blackhurst, Central Operations Director at Mitchells & Butlers, says he has seen three major
areas of change for the pub, bar and restaurant chain:
1. Word of mouth that traditionally affected the performance of restaurants is now playing out for the
world to see on social and review platforms.
2. Google My Business pages for pubs and restaurants are increasingly a shop window for those
establishments. They are especially important to Mitchells & Butlers restaurants where online
bookings have also grown dramatically in recent years.
3. Finally, the expectations of Mitchells & Butlers guests are on the rise. They expect to communicate
via any number of channels and gain a quick response, whether this is via Facebook, Instagram,
TripAdvisor, Google or any number of other channels.
It is no longer up to brands whether they join the conversation on these sites – they must be where their
customers are, and digital platforms will only continue to proliferate.
Search the most popular review sites in the sector and find out where people are talking about the
brand, and on which platforms they spend time. Allocate the company’s resources accordingly.

Consumers rely on online reviews for the hospitality sector
“79% of consumers who have checked online reviews have done so for hotels and 77% for restaurants.
Online customer reviews for hotels and restaurants are more influential than information on a company’s
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https://press.opentable.co.uk/fact-sheet/
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Consumers rely on online reviews for the hospitality sector
own website, with roughly five times as many people trusting hotel and restaurant customer reviews over
the company’s website (77% vs. 15% and 72% vs. 15%, respectively).”
— Uberall, 201926

3.3.2

Automotive
Famous says that the automotive industry is one sector starting to move online, where car dealerships
have traditionally struggled to prove how trustworthy they are. Ratings and reviews are therefore playing
an increasingly important role.
In the US, Google/Kantar figures from 2018 show that 92% of car buyers research online before
they buy. Video is playing an important role in this sector. The average monthly views per video for
reviews – on both UGC and third-party sites – was 4.9m, compared with 11.1m for commercial videos
(based on the top 200 automotive videos from 2017 to 2018).27
Evans reinforces the value of reviews for the industry, adding that because automotive is still a “lead
generation first” environment, essentially selling an appointment, brands are not being particularly
transparent because they do not have the incentive to provide all the information in the first step. “In
automotive, it is all about getting the customer into the showroom because that is where the conversion
rate is the highest and that is where the dealer will give you the best price ultimately. It can create room
for mistrust with consumers, and reviews really help to address that,” Evans says.

Banking and finance embrace reviews to engender trust
“Some of the sectors capitalising on ratings and reviews are those that have been digitally disrupted, or
which have traditionally lacked consumer trust.
“Banking and finance have seen the rise of fintech brands come in, unbundle the traditional banking
services and use digital technology to provide a better service.
“After the global banking crisis back in 2008, this sector has also been one which has had a fundamental
lack of trust. Fintech brands are building communities and advocates and are tapping into these reviews
to show that they can be trusted with your money. Additionally, the bigger more established players are
also looking to show that they do have their customers’ best interests at heart.”
— Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing Officer, Trustpilot

Key takeaway
Vertical-specific review sites are growing in popularity, including travel and hospitality platforms such as
TripAdvisor and OpenTable, while automotive and banking are two industries embracing ratings and
reviews to address historically low trust among consumers. Identify where the brand’s audience spends
time online and prioritise the company’s resources.

26

https://uberall.com/en-gb/company/press-releases/over-three-quarters-of-uk-consumers-check-online-reviews-with-tripadvisor2-5-times-more-influential-than-google
27
https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/feature/the-future-of-car-buying/
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4.

How to Capitalise on
Ratings and Reviews

4.1

Choosing a review partner
There are a number of specialist companies who work with brands to help them manage and capitalise
on their ratings and reviews. Start by researching established, credible sites, exploring which brands
work with them and finding out whether reviews are verified.
For example, both Feefo and OpenTable verify all reviews. Adrian Valeriano, VP EMEA for OpenTable,
advises brands to look at what capability a potential partner can offer. “What tools can that partner offer
you to better interact with your customers?” he says.
“For example, OpenTable can help restaurants to personalise that experience for diners, enabling them
to collect information from the customer and make it part of a profile, not just for reading when the guest
next comes in, but to better communicate with them and find ways to invite them back. Brands need to
ask how their partner’s tools can help to take their business forward.”
Consider reach too. Bazaarvoice has a network of sites that ensures brands’ reviews are amplified on
third-party websites. “For example, if I buy a Philips product, the likelihood is that I will buy it from John
Lewis, not [from] Philips direct, so it is in the brand and retailer’s interest to syndicate the content on
both sites,” says Sophie Light-Wilkinson, VP Marketing and Business Development EMEA at
Bazaarvoice.

“Check that the provider you work with has a strong network to make sure their review content is
reaching as many people as possible.”
It is also important to find out how easy it will be to integrate a partner’s site with the company’s own.
Advances in technology mean it is generally quite simple to work on a free basis with a third-party
review partner, or to enable a simple paid integration with a brand.
Ben Michaelis, Managing Director at digital marketing agency ThinkEngine, chose to work with
Trustpilot. “I selected Trustpilot for a number of reasons,” he says. “Firstly, and most importantly,
because it’s a well-known review website amongst my clients – this instant recognition for the client
helps us to simplify the sales process.
“Secondly, it’s a free website, which is really simple to use. There is no integration required unless you
are looking to significantly invest in the premium review integration solutions. We take our reviews and
create social media video and images to engage our target audience. Social selling is a big part of this
type of activity now.”
Leigh Peacock-Goodwin, Head of Marketing and PR for Atom bank, echoes this view, adding that his
company has only scratched the surface of Trustpilot’s capabilities. “A brand can just go on to
Trustpilot, become an owner of their page and start managing reviews. As part of that, they can start
asking for reviews from those people who have purchased from them.
“We have also carried out relatively small integrations by pulling across their API to surface reviews, but
it’s pretty straightforward.”
Matt West, Chief Executive Officer for Feefo, says partnering with brands can be simple or complex,
depending on what a brand wants to do. “We work with companies from startups and SMEs, right up to
major global companies attracting thousands of reviews.
“From that perspective, we have to make the usability really very straightforward and simple. You don’t
need to be a technical genius or write code or have a developer. Brands can look at the features on our
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website, speak to someone or go into live chat, and we can show them videos and webinars to demo
how to utilise the system. Brands can very easily go online, create an account, and start gathering
reviews in a short space of time.”

Bazaarvoice has simplified its set-up
“API integration is no longer needed between brands and Bazaarvoice. We are able to go onto the brand
site and pull the information that we need – to understand their product numbers, so we can match the
SKUs and make sure they are aligned with the retailer. It is not as technical as it used to be to set up.”
— Sophie Light-Wilkinson, VP Marketing and Business Development EMEA, Bazaarvoice

It is also important to find a partner who can enable more than a simple star rating on the company’s
website. Consumers today demand richer information and images, while brands can make much better
use of the data if more granular information is gathered.
Jonny Evans, Digital User Experience and Commerce Manager for Vauxhall, is impressed by Feefo’s
roadmap, which shows how insight feeds into the business. “It’s not just about using the reviews for
customer good but for business good, as well as looking at other ways to capitalise – for example, [we
can] allow people to upload pictures of their cars, tailor our own surveys, create questionnaires to send
to specific audiences, and personalise emails, which prompts a higher response rate.”
He advises brands to look for a partner that does not just deliver on the initial brief but “will keep you
happy year after year”.
Businesses might also want to consider a partner who can collate reviews from multiple sites in one
place, enabling brands to respond directly from a single platform. “When you think about the average
business, time equals money, and organisations don’t have time to visit numerous different websites
and read multiple reviews and respond, so to be able to visit them in one place is a massive time
saving,” says Valeriano.
Bringing information together from multiple review sites will also help brands to spot common trends
and glean insights.

Mitchells & Butlers consolidates reviews
Before the introduction of Reputation.com and the subsequent partnership, Mitchells & Butlers managers
were accessing up to 10 different applications to engage with and manage social media, reviews,
surveys and complaints. Within the next few months, Mitchells & Butlers teams will access only one
platform from which they will be able to engage with and manage all of this feedback.
It is also advisable to find out if a partner is integrated with Google, given Google’s growing presence in
reviews and its pivotal role in search. John Flanagan, Managing Director for Cartridge People, says
having the Google review badge on a site carries weight. “It’s hugely important to link up with a thirdparty review platform that has an integration with Google so that the star rating can appear on Google
(and Bing) ads for PPC.”
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Figure 7: The Google star rating floats at the bottom right of the window, appearing
every page of Cartridge People’s website

Source: Cartridge People

Feefo is one of Google’s premier partners. The companies have worked together to create a model that
leverages consumer feedback in Google advertising. “[Google] takes elements of things said by a
consumer in reviews and uses that in the advertising content to attract other similarly minded people, so
it taps into that thought process,” says Matt West, Chief Executive Officer of Feefo.
“If 20-30% of your customer base leaving feedback have commented on a certain product feature, the
likelihood is that other people will be interested in that same feature, so talk about that instead of
pushing what you feel should be the message.”
For example, Feefo worked with a make-up company which believed its target market was
predominantly vegan. Yet when Feefo looked at customer feedback, the insights revealed most people
to be talking about other aspects of the company’s products, such as eco-friendliness and sustainability.
“[The vegan aspect] wasn’t a priority for those who had already bought from the brand,” says West.
“You might not see that when you’re sitting staring at a spreadsheet but the evidence was there.”
Finally, talk to other brands in the industry where possible and find out how they are using and
benefitting from reviews, who they work with and why, whether a similar solution would deliver on the
brand’s needs and, ultimately, how it is having an impact on their business. Or simply observe how
competitors are using reviews, looking at which platforms they are active on, how they engage with
consumers, and how their ratings fare.

Key takeaway
Find out about the reputation of a potential reviews partner or platform, as well as its tools, reach,
network and how easy it is to integrate with the brand. Ask if candidates if they can consolidate reviews
from multiple sites in one place, and get a roadmap of how they will grow with the company. See how
they integrate with Google too, as it plays a pivotal role in search and has a growing role in the review
space.
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4.2

Define your goals
It is important to have a clear objective – or objectives – before investing in ratings and reviews. For
example, this might be to increase sales, generate leads, reach new audiences, boost brand awareness
or generate greater customer insight.

Pranav Desai, Vice President of Product Management at Reputation.com, says: “When you talk to a
partner you need to have goals in mind. They should then be able to show you a roadmap of how you
can start to use ratings and reviews to achieve those objectives. But be clear about your aims and
where they originate from.”
Brands that invest in online reviews can showcase the quality of their offerings to a wider pool of
customers, as well as gather valuable insights about their products and services.

4.2.1

Four key ways to leverage reviews
Customer feedback can be applied:
●

In marketing:
Brands can use their star rating or (with permission) consumer comments in their marketing and
advertising to promote trust and communicate key messages.
Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer for Trustpilot, says: “87% of consumers find
ads that feature the Trustpilot logo to be more trustworthy28 and many brands are using their
Trustpilot logo and their stars to show just how much people trust them.”
Ratings can be used in everything from brand websites to social channels, online ads and traditional
advertising such as TV, print or out-of-home (OOH).
Atom bank ran an OOH campaign on the London Underground in 2019. The ad featured the bank’s
Trustpilot rating as the UK’s ‘most trusted bank’. “One of the KPIs was whether Atom was a trusted
brand and we did see an increase in that [brand trust] metric,” says Leigh Peacock-Goodwin.

Figure 8: The Trustpilot rating used in the corner of Atom bank’s OOH advert

Source: Atom bank

28

https://business.trustpilot.com/reviews/why-87-of-consumers-find-ads-more-trustworthy-with-trustpilot
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●

To launch or improve products:
Detailed consumer feedback about product features is like gold dust to brands and, used well, can
be fed back to constantly improve and innovate.
Vauxhall’s Mokka model has been temporarily removed from the market and is due to be
relaunched in 2021. According to Evans, Feefo reviews will help the business identify which
features are needed in the new model, and how the car should make people feel. “We will use
Feefo evidence along with our own NPS data to close the loop,” he says.
Bazaarvoice has built a community that enables it to gather feedback for brands on products which
have yet to go to market. “It enables them to make any necessary tweaks,” Light-Wilkinson says. “It
also means they have lots of consumer content to share when it does go live, which reinforces
consumers’ reasons to purchase.”

●

To improve the customer experience:
Brands can surface reviews at various touchpoints throughout their website to enhance the
customer journey and increase consumers’ propensity to buy (Figure 9). Famous says Trustpilot
has seen conversions increase by as much as 150% as a result of this.

Figure 9: Glasses Direct surfaces Trustpilot reviews during the purchase journey

Source: Trustpilot

“Putting a good review of a product next to the basket or buy button on a brand’s website can have
a really positive impact,” West says. “Brands should look at the customer journey and identify the
points at which people want to make a decision – that might be to click through to the next page,
make a purchase, or fill out a form for more information, for example.
“Some form of ratification or promotion by someone else who has engaged with that product,
service or brand will generally only have a positive impact when you are asking them to make a
decision to stay with you in some way.”
For guidance on getting an understanding of the customer journey, read Econsultancy’s Customer
Journey Mapping Best Practice Guide.
●

To create brand ambassadors:
Brands can tap into customers as a growth channel, transforming happy customers into marketers
for the brand through recommendations, referrals and social proof.
“Imagine that customer lifetime value is not merely measured by repeat purchase, but in [the
customers’] ability to be effective advocates, growing the brand fan base and bringing in new paying
customers,” says Talia Shani, Director of Marketing at Yotpo UK.
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“Reviews allow brands to start conversations with customers, going beyond star ratings,
encouraging people to upload pictures of their cars and share their experiences, making their sites
as human as possible,” Evans says. “It is turning people who we have already convinced to buy a
car into our brand ambassadors. They will be far stronger than anything we can do in marketing
because ultimately, people buy from people.”

Key takeaway
Have a clear objective, such as increasing brand trust or generating leads, and make sure the necessary
insights are fed back to the right departments to act on, ensuring the business capitalises on the content
generated.

4.3

Setting up for success
The person responsible for driving the review strategy will depend on the company, its size and the way
it is set up. CMOs are the most common guardians, in line with the broadening of the CMO’s role to
drive true customer centricity throughout the organisation. That said, as more brands invest in this area,
online reviews increasingly affect the wider organisation, spanning areas including ecommerce, social
media, customer experience, brand managers and IT.
At Atom, a digitally native organisation formed in 2014, reviews are managed by the Head of Customer
Experience, who also drives the customer service programme. At Mitchells & Butlers, the operations
and marketing teams work in partnership to drive the organisation’s reputation management and
customer experience programmes. This work is led by the Guest Experience Manager.
It is a different story again at Cartridge People. “Fundamentally, the Online Marketing Manager is
responsible for reporting on reviews to the board,” says Flanagan. “Having said that, there are a number
of departments involved such as marketing, commercial and customer services; all with different areas
of focus. Customer services, for example, will look to contact those who have left a poor review to try
and resolve any issues or gain a better understanding of what the customer didn’t like.”
Brands must be clear about who drives ratings and reviews, ensuring that the organisation is set up to
invest the necessary resources in capitalising on its potential, as well as identifying which person/team
manages this on a daily basis and how feedback and insights are efficiently disseminated to relevant
parts of the business.

Company size will dictate the best way to set up for reviews
“Brands and companies need to find the right set-up that works for the size of their company and the
resources available. Reviews can provide a way of dealing with day-to-day customer service, through to
using them to help improve and innovate. Some brands have specific roles which have been developed
to deal with customer feedback and reviews specifically, but it really depends on the size and scale of
your company and your customer base.”
— Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer, Trustpilot

As well as managing and responding to feedback in a timely manner on a daily basis, businesses need
processes in place to ensure feedback is promptly fed into the right people and departments, and then
acted upon.
As Peacock-Goodwin says, brands must commit to responding to and managing feedback and reviews.
“You need a culture that is transparent and honest and willing to genuinely receive feedback and to
action that feedback. Don’t go into it just as a hygiene factor, feeling that you need to get five stars.
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Getting five stars and great reviews is a by-product of integrating feedback systemically into a
business.”
A key part of achieving this is ensuring that the business has the right human resources in place. Yell’s
Head of Consumer James Loar says: “If you’re serious about reviews, then you’ll need a team of people
monitoring them, actioning and producing responses to the reviews. The information from these reviews
should be shared with all key stakeholders and should reflect company strategy, product and service
development.”

Key takeaway
Reviews must be driven from the top, usually by a CMO, but the necessary resources must be put in
place to ensure they are monitored and managed on a daily basis. Above all, the whole business must
understand and embrace reviews as an integral part of a transparent and accountable culture, not just as
a box-ticking exercise.

4.4

Managing reviews on a day-to-day basis
While ratings and reviews are often driven by the CMO, organisations need a team in place to manage
this on a daily basis, ensuring that feedback is monitored and prioritised, and customers know they are
being listened to.
Putting the correct resources and processes in place will depend on the size and organisation of a
company, and how many locations it operates across. For example, a national pub or restaurant chain
will have a central team as well as regional managers, local teams operating at a local level, and
managers of local outlets.
Good project management is critical to success. “Local managers need to be educated about why
ratings and reviews are important and how they can leverage the tools available,” says Desai. “It must
be rolled out for the central team and the people in the field to ensure a good closing of the loop as far
as reporting and actions are concerned.”
For example, create scorecards for local managers so they know which items they need to work on and
what actions are required. This should be an ongoing process based on trends and insights identified
from customer feedback.
“If you don’t have that planning in order [before] rolling out a good review programme, it will just be a lot
of noise because you are not paying attention,” Desai adds. “But if you pay attention, that noise
becomes information.”
A key part of successfully managing reviews is communicating with employees throughout the company
about the importance of ratings and reviews and the organisation’s ultimate goals, as well as
empowering teams to respond.
Mitchells & Butlers is one example of a business that trusts its site team members to interact with
customers directly. The organisation has 1,700 different restaurants, so trying to manage and respond
to this feedback centrally would have been almost impossible, its Central Operations Director, David
Blackhurst, says. “By trusting and empowering our teams, we have delivered much more value to the
business,” he adds.
However, this means being responsive to both positive and negative feedback. A key part of brands
committing to – and investing in – ratings and reviews is being open to criticism. Often it is the negative
reviews that offer the most valuable insight. It is also important for consumers to see how a company
deals with negative reviews.
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Don’t just reply to 1- and 5-star reviews
“On average, businesses, regardless of size, reply to their 1- and 5-star reviews much more often than
2-, 3- and 4-stars.
“While businesses should prioritise replying to 1- and 5-star reviews, common sense would dictate that if
a business was trying to influence a customer to change a review to be more favourable, they might
have more chance in doing so by replying to lukewarm 2- or 3-star experiences rather than trying to
change the mind of a customer who seemed to have a strong negative reaction to your business
location.”
— The Reputation Management Revolution, Uberall29

Peacock-Goodwin says engagement with criticism is the big difference between brands who have
completely embraced reviews and those who are simply ticking the box. “Today, people want
transparency,” he says.
“You could argue that it is more beneficial to turn a 1-star rating into a 5-star rating by responding to it
properly and driving advocacy that way, vs. [having] nothing but 5-star reviews.”
This is a view echoed by Valeriano, who says OpenTable’s restaurant partners can use its tools to
quickly engage with disgruntled consumers, often to great effect. “A high percentage of those users
come back and re-rate so it enables the restaurant to address the problem, and in many cases they get
a higher review score as a result. That is something which we espouse as best practice.”
Many companies fear negative feedback. However, failing to respond to it can be hugely damaging,
further alienating the unhappy consumer and suggesting to other potential customers that the brand
does not care. Responding to it can open up an opportunity.
Famous explains: “The truth is, consumers are not looking for perfection – they know that no company
can be 100% perfect all of the time. In fact, some initial insights show that consumers can be more
trusting of a score which is between four and four and a half stars [than five]. Companies should
respond and engage with this feedback and use it to power their company forward, not hide away and
ignore it.
“Some of the strongest and most vocal advocates that companies can gain are those who have had a
negative experience turned positive, just by the company listening and acting on their feedback.”
Respond to negative reviews professionally and genially, and with a heartfelt apology, but take the
discussion out of the public domain as quickly as possible, asking them to contact you via direct
message or email, or by telephone, for example. Brands need to avoid a public disagreement where
possible.
Businesses should then offer as much information as they can about why a problem or
misunderstanding occurred, and be accountable. This builds goodwill with the customer and often
diffuses the situation. Remember, the customer is always right.
Develop a standard response process for negative reviews, and agree on clear options to resolve a
problem, depending on its nature and severity. If the problem is solved satisfactorily and the customer is
happy, ask them to consider amending or updating their review to reflect how you have remedied the
situation. Showing that a brand has taken swift action to resolve a problem gives potential customers
confidence in buying from the same company.
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Figure 10: Nearly a third of US businesses say they are most likely to respond to
negative reviews to solve problems

Uberall30

Poor reviews are a growing concern
US


Over three-quarters of shoppers are likely to leave a negative review following a bad experience



29% of retailers think that poor reviews are getting worse



43% of retailers admit that they do not know how to best deal with negative reviews.31

UK


Almost two-thirds of shoppers are likely to leave a negative review following a bad experience



50% of retailers think that poor reviews are getting worse



38% of retailers admit that they do not know how to best deal with negative reviews.32

How to respond to a positive review:
●

Identify the brand’s most engaged customers.

●

Personalise the reply (stating their name and the product they have reviewed) and thank them.
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●

Include details about their experience, reiterating the positives to inform and engage potential
customers. Use relevant SEO keywords too, to boost the brand’s search ranking. For example:
“We’re glad you enjoyed our new extra hot chilli pizza at the Oxford Street branch of Pepe’s Italian.”

●

Provide exclusive information, making the customer feel valued. For example: “That is a new recipe
developed by one of our Sicilian chefs while visiting family in Italy last month.”

●

Communicate any relevant offers and promotions, such as asking whether they have one of the
brand’s loyalty cards, or if they know that it is 2-for-1 on a Tuesday.

●

Include a relevant call to action, such as inviting them to download the app or follow the company on
social media for latest offers.

●

Finish by thanking the customer again and ensure that the relevant person (i.e. the branch manager
or customer service manager) signs it by name.

Response time is also key. Each brand will have a different service-level agreement (SLA) that
stipulates how quickly they (or their customer service teams) respond to feedback, and whether they
respond to all feedback or just potential problems.

Figure 11: 40% of US businesses respond to reviews within 24 hours

Source: Uberall33

West says brands should always respond to feedback and should simply look to respond as quickly as
possible, based on resources, but it is also important to set expectations. “Some companies set criteria
and say they will respond with an acknowledgement within x hours, and that can work well in ensuring
consumers know they are being heard.”
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Light-Wilkinson says Bazaarvoice does not have a strict SLA on response times and agrees that it is
brand dependent. “We usually recommend acknowledging the question and coming up with a solution
within 24 hours, but it is brand by brand.
“It is nice to acknowledge the good feedback, and that is more to glean insights and see positive
sentiments, while brands might want to be more proactive in responding to negative feedback – if
something hasn’t arrived or is faulty that needs to be responded to with more immediacy.”

Respond quickly
“We recommend responding to reviews as quickly as you can to negate any negative online reputation
spreading. It also identifies that a company is at the very least prepared to acknowledge this feedback. It
is then down to their business to understand and improve based on any type of feedback.”
— Ben Michaelis, Managing Director, ThinkEngine

At Vauxhall, Evans says the company tries to respond to all feedback within three days. He adds that
brands also need strategies in place for negative reviews. “Everyone will get them and it is how you
deal with them that counts. Define the rules of how you will respond to good and bad feedback before it
happens so you can react quickly.”
Blackhurst says Mitchells & Butlers aims to find a resolution to any complaints within 48 hours. “We
tend to make the owner of the resolution of the issue the person who is best placed to respond; that
could be the site level team, or our central Guest Care team.”

Key takeaway
Ensure that the objective (and importance) of the brand’s investment in ratings and reviews is
communicated and understood throughout the whole company, from CMO to individual branch or store
managers and their teams. Good project management, planning, and processes means feedback can be
dealt with promptly and appropriately to ensure customers know they are being heard. Ensure both
positive and negative reviews are responded to swiftly; both offer an opportunity for brands.

4.5

Generating reviews
One of the biggest challenges for brands investing in ratings and reviews is building volume from
scratch. Some partners will work with brands to generate reviews prior to a product launch, using a
ready-made community to feedback, or will run a large-scale survey to gather information.
For example, Reputation.com works with businesses to run an internal survey programme with the
brand’s customers. “With customers’ consent, we convert that into a star rating and comment that can
be featured on the brand website, as well as on Google,” says Desai. “That helps to build credibility and
give them a head start.”
To continue engaging with customers and generating reviews at scale on an ongoing basis, many
brands simply email customers post-purchase with a request to review their product or service.

Evans says Vauxhall tries to personalise its request emails as much as possible. “For example, if
someone has bought a Corsa, we will reference the Corsa in the email and talk about the features other
people like about the car, with a message asking if they want to leave their own feedback.
“If you can engage a customer and personalise it, it is more powerful. It sounds simple but it is basics
which a lot of brands don’t get right.”
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This supports the ongoing shift towards personalisation. Digital technology increasingly enables brands
to personalise online experiences, and customers have come to expect, and even demand, a more
individual dialogue.
Evans adds that the trick lies in not trying to force people to share feedback but in encouraging
customers to help other customers out. Working with Feefo, Vauxhall also sends out surveys to
customers, enabling it to ask specific questions around areas of interest. “For example, there is quite a
lot of confusion around electric cars, so we can work with Feefo to ask specific questions around this
topic and share the feedback on our website,” he says.
Vauxhall’s electric Corsa-e goes on the road from March 2020. The company will send a bespoke
survey (via Feefo emails) to customers who have purchased the vehicle, asking the customer its regular
purchase satisfaction questions and asking for a product rating, but additionally, it will also include some
specific questions around moving to electric, such as:
●

Is this your first electric vehicle?

●

What convinced you to move to electric?

●

So far, are you happy that you decided to buy electric?

●

What were your biggest initial concerns about electric, and how did you overcome them?

The whole survey will take less than five minutes to complete. “We would then surface the responses to
these questions on our website, which could be invaluable in convincing other electric-curious buyers to
make the move,” says Evans.

Figure 12: How local US businesses ask consumers for reviews

Source: BrightLocal34

Again, brands can work with partners to automate and personalise post-purchase emails, ensuring they
are quick and simple to complete too. “One of the most effective ways of collecting feedback in the form
of reviews is in-mail, which enables customers to write a review without leaving their email inbox,” says
Talia Shani, Director of Marketing at Yotpo UK.

34

https://www.brightlocal.com/research/local-consumer-review-survey/

Ratings and Reviews Best Practice Guide

34

“This technological innovation, for example, allows Yotpo to generate over 50-75% more reviews on
average.”
She adds that optimising the times that emails are sent also improves response rates. “Using machine
learning to understand customer behaviour with a brand’s emails can ensure sending feedback
requests in a more time-appropriate way.”
Light-Wilkinson reinforces the importance of timing, pointing out that while some food products might be
consumed within a couple of days, necessitating prompt feedback, a consumer is likely to require more
time to consider the purchase of white goods such as a washing machine. “Be careful not to annoy
people with requests for reviews when they might not have had enough time to set it up or use it.”

Make the review process seamless
“Ensure the review process is as frictionless as possible and in no way interrupts the customer journey.
Leverage all the good technologies on the market to support this. We’d suggest starting with a low
number of questions and expanding further if the customer is comfortable, rather than asking customers
to fill out lots of information on the first step. As you’d expect, Amazon, eBay and others do this very
effectively and are a good example of how this can be done well.”
— John Loar, Head of Consumer, Yell

Brands can use other channels to request additional feedback, depending on the audience and their
preferred method of engagement. Flanagan says Cartridge People uses all of its communication
channels to generate reviews, including email, live chat, social media or phone.

West advises putting a link to a feedback form behind an image, claiming that many people are more
inclined to click on an image for aesthetic reasons, so this can attract a wider audience. “This can be
done on a brand’s website or within an SMS link for example, depending on the brand and its
audience.”
Regardless of the channel used, it is imperative to ensure the review process is mobile-optimised too,
enabling customers to quickly and easily share feedback from a mobile device.

Reviews are getting shorter
US reviewers are writing simpler and more to-the-point reviews. The average review has is 65% shorter
than 2010 and is now roughly the size of a tweet.
— ReviewTrackers, 201835

It is not all about digital. Retail and hospitality brands in particular are well placed to engage consumers
in the physical space, and those that do not are missing an opportunity. “It is as simple as asking ‘how
was your experience?’,” says Valeriano. “Or, in a department store, ‘did you find everything you need?’.
Or, in a restaurant, ‘how was your meal, did they take care of you?’. If yes, the next question is: ‘Great,
would you be happy to share that with others? We would really value and appreciate that.’”
As BrightLocal’s survey (Figure 12) shows, the most common way for US businesses to ask consumers
to leave a review is in person. This enables organisations to harness the moment when a customer is
most engaged.
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Should brands incentivise reviews?
Incentives are often used by brands to encourage consumers to leave reviews. This is an approach that
divides opinion: while some believe in incentivising consumers to share feedback – both positive and
negative – others feel it can undermine the value of a rating or review.
“Parts of the review industry, in some way, incentivise reviews to be left to ensure the volume and
frequency of reviews stays high. This can be in the form of discount vouchers or similar. In our
experience, the best and most authentic reviews come from interactions which are not incentivised in
any way,” says James Loar, Head of Consumer at Yell.
This is a view shared by Leigh Peacock-Goodwin, Head of Marketing and PR for Atom bank, whose
company does not incentivise ratings and reviews. “I would question why you would because, ultimately,
you potentially skew the authenticity of the review.”
But Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer at Trustpilot, says her company allows brands
to include incentives within the invitations they share, and it makes this known to all consumers on their
company profile page (which is available for everyone to see on trustpilot.com).
“Incentives are acceptable as long as they are not trying to sway people’s opinion in a positive or
negative way about the service experience they have had. Should we find proof of any company trying to
manipulate through use of incentives, we take immediate action to prevent the company from doing so,
and will place a consumer alert on their public profile page to warn consumers.”
This is the crux of the matter. Brands that choose to incentivise leaving reviews must be transparent.
This view is echoed by Sophie Light-Wilkinson, VP Marketing and Business Development EMEA at
Bazaarvoice: “If you are giving away a discount for the next purchase, for example, then when that
review is published you need to say ‘this was an incentivised review’. Incentivised content is a good way
to launch new products to market with reviews, but brands have to be honest.”
Work out whether generating ratings and reviews of the brand, product and/or service will be most
effective at helping the business achieving its objectives. This can depend on the type of company it is,
its size, profile, offering, and goals. For many brands it is about communicating as much information to
potential customers as possible, and gathering the maximum amount of insight for the company.

4.5.1

Brand, product or service reviews?
Shani recommends that companies invest in both brand and product reviews. “Brand (or site) reviews
are instrumental in the stars shown in Google seller ratings [an automated Google Ads extension that
displays a company’s average star rating alongside its paid ads], and provide localised views of the
experience with the brand, be it customer service, delivery, on-site experience, offline experience or
overall quality of products.
“Product reviews are hyper-specific to the product (although customers can mention other aspects of
the experience like shipping or packaging) and a key source of insight on whether the product is
meeting expectations or not, and why. Product reviews can be pulled in product listing ads and aid
purchase consideration.”

What B2B technology buyers look for in product reviews


More than half (52%) of all technology buyers use reviews.
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What B2B technology buyers look for in product reviews


The most important factor when evaluating a business technology product on a review site is the
review content (qualitative feedback). 39% of buyers said this was the key to their evaluations.
Encouraging consumers to leave comments rather than just ratings can be very effective, adding to
the item’s authenticity.



The second most important factor, according to buyers, was the profile of the reviewer being
relatable to them (company size, industry, role, etc.). 29% of buyers said this was the key for their
evaluation of products on review sites.



Only 16% of buyers said the product’s overall score was the most important factor. Less than one in
five buyers focus on score when evaluating a product on a review site.



9% of buyers said the most important factor is the recency of reviews.



8% of buyers said the most important factor is the number of reviews.
—The 2020 B2B Buying Disconnect, TrustRadius36

Vauxhall asks consumers questions predominantly around product due to its more complex retailer
network, but it is looking to introduce customer service reviews so that consumers can share their
experience of each retailer. “I think product and service reviews have an equal part to play – people will
often experience the retailer service before they experience the product, and in many ways that is the
most important thing as they won’t go on to experience the product if they’re not happy up to that point,”
Evans says.

Famous adds: “We have companies that use both our service and product review offerings, as well as
additional services such as review insights, but this is very dependent on the size of your company,
what you need and what you do.”

Key takeaway
Consider running a survey to start generating reviews and put a mechanism in place to invite consumers
to post a review post-purchase (usually an email prompt) to build and sustain the volume. Try to make
this personal, relevant, quick and easy to post. Think about engaging consumers in-store too, not just
online, and capture brand, product and service reviews where possible.

4.6

Identifying and applying actionable insights
While dealing promptly with feedback externally is crucial, it is also important to have processes in place
to ensure that trends can be identified from ratings and reviews, and observations gleaned, facilitating
actionable insights. The best processes for achieving this will depend on the brand and its size,
resources and objectives.
At Atom bank, the Head of Customer Experience will take the reviews (whether they arrived via
Trustpilot, via the feedback form on the website, or from another source), and this data is automatically
collated, analysed and assessed, and key themes propagated. The company holds weekly forums on
which these trends are reported.
“For example, one change that we made as a result of a recurring theme was the way in which people
were able to find their bank details on our app,” says Peacock-Goodwin. “Customers were saying it

36

https://go.trustradius.com/rs/827-FOI-687/images/2020.B2B.Disconnect.pdf

Ratings and Reviews Best Practice Guide

37

wasn’t that clear where they could find their sort code and account number, so we changed the app
journey based on that.”
It is important to have access to live feedback data on a daily basis too. For example, at Atom, real-time
screens are set up around the customer experience team, showing reviews and overall sentiment, as
well as performance and trends.
Econsultancy’s Guide to Customer Experience Management looks at how different businesses have
made themselves more customer centric.
Most review partners will provide dashboard data and daily reports, while others – such as Trustpilot –
are leveraging artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning to analyse feedback and generate
actionable insight reports to be shared with the necessary stakeholders in the company.
Importantly, this digs deeper than the star rating to unearth valuable feedback. “For example, imagine
you’re an online company and customers are speaking negatively about your website experience before
they check out, but the general experience is good,” says Famous. “They leave you a 3-star review. In
fact, multiple people are having the same mixed experience, some are giving you four stars, because
they receive the product in good time.”
Trustpilot’s tool allows companies to look at the sentiment behind keywords within the reviews
regardless of the star rating, and provides insight reports for company leaders to understand and make
actionable decisions from (Figure 13).

Figure 13: How Trustpilot’s Review Insights tool provides insights for brands

Source: Trustpilot

Such insights can (and should) impact multiple departments of a business, from product development
tweaking product design, to marketing fine tuning messaging.
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Figure 14: How your business segments take action

Source: Channel Signal37

Similarly, Feefo has invested in AI to better understand what consumers are saying in their reviews and
identify whether it is relevant to other potentially like-minded consumers being targeted. “It builds out the
positive and negative elements of what people say and allows us to make recommendations on things a
brand might want to draw attention to, advertise, promote or use in point of sale, for example,” says
West. “We also highlight negative trends such as delivery, price or a sizing issue.”

Open yourself up to feedback
“We often look at reviews and don’t necessarily focus on that final rating. We believe that the learning
that you can gain from 10,000 4.9-star ratings is more important than 100 five-star reviews. It’s about
opening yourself up to the feedback and then learning from it. Having such a high number of reviews and
feedback leads to initiatives where we can address any issues.”
— John Flanagan, Managing Director, Cartridge People

The importance of digging deeper than the star rating is a critical point. The data must be used to
continually improve a business, and it is the tiny detail within the reviews that will often allow brands to
differentiate their offering.

Key areas from which insights can be surfaced


Low performing products: leading to product improvement (or at least catalogue optimisation)



Top performing products: helping to better understand what works well



Any evolution in the performance of products: a positive or a negative change can trigger a call to
action
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Key areas from which insights can be surfaced


Overall customer experience: including products/services, product description, customer journey
improvements etc.



Legal teams: use insight if there are issues with liability concerns



Customer centricity: how the executive team understands the progress of the organisation via various
KPIs (which can be set from any of the previous points).
— Sophie Light-Wilkinson, VP Marketing and Business Development EMEA, Bazaarvoice

Key takeaway
Ensure the business has the resources and processes in place to regularly analyse feedback and
unearth key themes, trends and actionable insights. Work with a partner to look at the opportunities to
leverage AI, which can help brands to gather insights quickly and at scale, and to better understand
customer sentiment. It is important to look beyond simple star ratings to understand the granular detail
behind the rating.
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5.

Tracking ROI

5.1

How to measure the effectiveness of ratings and review
sites
With the increasing focus on customer centricity, most brands now have a customer experience (CX)
budget, of which they can invest a certain percentage on ratings and reviews. (In Gartner’s CMO Spend
Survey 2018-19,38 respondents estimated that 18% of their overall marketing budgets are allocated to
CX initiatives.) The budget, as always, will depend on the brand and its objectives. But as with any
investment, it is incumbent on the relevant department to demonstrate ROI.
The most effective metrics will depend on the company’s individual objectives. For example, an
investment in ratings and reviews might be intended chiefly to increase brand trust, in which case a
metric such as NPS can offer a good indication on whether consumer sentiment has changed.
Alternatively, a brand might want to increase website traffic, in which case tracking referrals from thirdparty review sites such as Google or Yahoo will demonstrate the impact. Or brands might want to
analyse how reviews have an impact on a few select product sales.
John Flanagan, Managing Director at Cartridge People, says that his company regularly monitors its
NPS score, tracking problems and themes that crop up in reviews, as well as putting reporting in place
to ensure these improve over time. “Essentially, what you’re doing is building the brand by engaging
with customer reviews so there are ways to track the success of this away from just star ratings, such
as brand search volume, for example.”
Vauxhall uses a combination of quantitative and qualitative data, including dwell time and bounce rate,
on pages showcasing reviews. It also carries out user testing to find out how people feel when they
interact with reviews.
Ben Michaelis, Managing Director of ThinkEngine, says the company’s 5-star rated Trustpilot reviews
have contributed to the company’s success over the past few years and “without doubt” helped to
significantly increase its revenue and profits. This success has, in part, been evident in the feedback
from new business.
“Our existing reviews have significantly supported us in working with new and exciting clients – I vividly
recall a current client outlining that our reviews were a key factor in why they selected ThinkEngine as a
business partner.”
Reviews are playing an increasingly powerful role in both the B2C and B2B space as more people tap
into information from their peers to inform decisions. Businesses from every sector must be aware of
where the conversation is taking place and engage in it.

How to measure the ROI of reviews on your owned website
1. Measure volume and star averages for each product to learn what products are failing with
customers and what products are gaining momentum. Continue to cull and improve your offering
online.
2. Have an engagement tool so you can reply to customers who have a problem. Fix the problem. If
they publish their satisfaction/resolution be sure to reply to that [and monitor this engagement]. This
is brand-building within the site.
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How to measure the ROI of reviews on your owned website
3. Measure your performance through volume and star average and tie these performance parameters
into your customer service department. If your reps have advance notice from online reviews they
can solve problems more quickly.
— Channel Signal

5.1.1

Third-party tools
Third-party partners have a range of different tools enabling brands to measure the impact of ratings
and reviews. For example, Bazaarvoice looks at various different metrics including:
●

Conversion rates (the impact of ratings and reviews on specific product purchases)

●

Dwell time (consumer content can encourage site visitors to spend more time on specific product
pages)

●

Customer loyalty (people embrace consumer content and want to work with more trustworthy
brands, which drives customer loyalty).

Feefo has developed an ROI measure that shows brand partners information, such as what kinds of
people have left reviews, which products they viewed and how many visitors have converted as a result
of reading reviews. “We can show businesses what increase they have had in traffic and conversion
since they have had certain reviews up and started making certain changes,” says West.
This granular level of information helps brands to leverage the full power of reviews, better
understanding their audience and its needs and continuing to hone and evolve their offerings
accordingly.
Feefo is also introducing a survey product that enables brands to ask customers questions at a certain
point in the journey. This can tell brands about people’s online booking experience, for example, or
whether they would recommend the brand. “All of this can be used by a business to justify why they
should be spending more in some areas and pulling back in others,” says West.
Many Trustpilot brand partners use the company’s TrustScore metric to see how they improve over
time. This can also be used to compare a brand’s various locations, comparing and contrasting
performance across the country.
Understanding the value of ratings and reviews within the overall marketing mix is challenging, because
the impact extends beyond marketing to everything from customer service to branding and product
development. As Figure 15 from Bazaarvoice illustrates, UGC can have an impact on multiple different
pillars in the business.

UGC can have an impact on many different pillars within the company


SEO revenue impact: the rich and fresh content helps to improve search visibility, and to increase
the traffic to product description page by between 8% and 23%. Bazaarvoice calculates the impact by
compounding the average revenue per visitor and the additional visitors.



Online revenue impact: visitors interacting with the content have a higher average incremental
revenue per visitor vs. those who don’t. The additional incremental revenue influenced by the content
can therefore be easily measured.



Offline revenue: consumers research online while at the store and read reviews. Bazaarvoice can
also assess the impact of the content with in-store sales.
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UGC can have an impact on many different pillars within the company


Media efficacy: clients get better conversion rates on their media effort when leveraging the content
in emails, banners or even prints. This often drives more traffic to the site which can be directly
measured as additional influenced revenue.



Product returns: when consumers have more relevant and rich information to make a purchase
decision they tend to buy the right product the first time, driving less returns and calls to call centres.



Others: product insights can help to optimise a product catalogue to make sure only the right
products are sold. Insights can help to build better products over time, and adjust products before
launch. Marketing and product teams can also access sentiment analysis to adjust marketing
messages. All these elements can help to improve products, services and customer experience
which drive growth.
— Sophie Light-Wilkinson, VP Marketing and Business Development EMEA, Bazaarvoice

Figure 15: The different pillars where UGC can have an impact

Source: Bazaarvoice

The following diagram (Figure 16), also by Bazaarvoice, illustrates how using ratings and reviews can
go beyond conversion to enable companies to become customer centric.
As brands activate the technology and business processes to generate enough content, the first
outcome is the direct impact on revenue via improved conversion. The second is when organisations
start leveraging the insights, usually one department at a time. Maturity increases when more
departments (for example, ecommerce, marketing, product, customer service, trade etc.) use the
consumer feedback to improve what they do and help their business as a whole get better at what they
are doing, which translates into business growth. This leads to a more customer-centric organisation, of
which reviews play an important role.
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Figure 16: The value extends beyond the sale

Source: Bazaarvoice

The best way to measure the effectiveness of ratings and reviews depends on whether the business
uses in-house analytics, or works with a third party, and whether it seeks to measure brand site reviews
or third-party reviews. It will also ultimately depend on the brand’s unique goals.

As James Loar, Head of Consumer, Yell, says: “Decide what your business and your customers need
out of the reviews. Set your KPIs accordingly and execute against these.”

Key takeaway
The metrics the business should measure to determine impact will depend on its individual objectives,
and may include everything from dwell time and bounce rate to NPS score and referrals from third-party
review sites. Partners will also have a range of tools to help businesses measure ROI, which may make
it possible to supplement quantitative results with qualitative feedback, via survey questions.
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6.

The Key Challenges of
Embracing the Feedback
Economy
There are a number of challenges facing brands who invest in ratings and reviews, from initial set-up to
everyday management, acting on insights, and the feedback economy’s wider impact on brands.
Five common challenges facing brands, and how to overcome them, are outlined below.
1. Fear of negative feedback
Many brands and companies are keen to harness reviews but worry about the impact of negative
feedback. A 2019 survey from Brightpearl and Trustpilot showed that 43% of US retailers do not
know how to best deal with negative reviews.39
However, as Gabriele Famous, Chief Marketing and Brand Officer for Trustpilot, says: “Some of the
strongest and most vocal advocates that companies can gain are those who have had a negative
experience turned positive, just by the company listening and acting on their feedback.”
Businesses must listen to the customer and understand the cause of their dissatisfaction. They
should respond to each negative review and offer a solution, using it as an opportunity to
demonstrate the brand’s speed of response, and level of customer care.
2. Fear of too much feedback
It is hard to predict how much feedback a brand will receive when it starts to invest in generating
ratings and reviews, and this unknown quantity can be daunting. “There is so much information out
there so a) being aware of it and b) being part of the conversation are big challenges that
businesses need to address,” says Adrian Valeriano, VP, EMEA at OpenTable.
There are now tools available that do the heavy lifting for brands, so there is no need for additional
resource to read and assess every single review. Companies can now use the latest technology to
collate reviews from multiple platforms in a single place, and generate instant, digestible reports that
can be understood by the wider company.
3. Unrealistic consumer expectations
There is a growing consumer demand for transparency and authenticity, and the broadcast nature
of social media, coupled with the immediacy of mobile, means brands are increasingly exposed.
Leigh Peacock-Goodwin, Head of Marketing and PR at Atom bank, says: “[Increased transparency]
is generally very positive, but it has also led to unreasonable consumer expectations and a culture
of trying to gain something from a brand as soon as something is amiss. It can be a way to unfairly
demand things and that can be difficult for brands to deal with.”
Consumers will only get more demanding, and brands more exposed. It means brands must
continue to engage with consumers, even those who appear to take advantage of that
transparency, and trust that their honesty will pay off. Thankfully, those that exploit the system are in
the minority.

39

https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/2304371/ROTRC_Report_US_3.pdf
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4. Lack of internal resource
Monitoring and managing reviews, and leveraging insights, can be labour intensive, but being
customer centric demands a proper commitment to feedback, and this means putting the necessary
people and processes in place to manage reviews and act on insights.
“Explaining to your company the importance of building your brand’s trust, reputation, SEO,
conversion metrics and also providing further insight on what customers are thinking about your
services and products provides a strong argument should you need to persuade your company you
need to take the leap,” says Famous.
Having the right technology in place can drive internal efficiencies, enabling manual data crunching
tasks to be automated, and freeing up human resources for more strategic work.
5. Fake reviews
With the proliferation of review sites and the ability for consumers to post unsolicited reviews on a
multitude of platforms, brands are rightly concerned about being the victim of fake reviews. In
addition, some brands are guilty of posting fake reviews in order to increase the volume of feedback
and elevate their Google search ranking.
A Which? study found that on Amazon alone, at least 78,000 customer reviews across 14 popular
technology products were removed between 2016 and 2019.40
At Feefo, all ratings are verified – they are all given by people who are proven to have bought a
product or service, or have engaged with the brand, explains the company’s Chief Executive Officer
Matt West. “It is important to invest in trust with the consumer – it takes years to build it up and
seconds to knock it down.”
There is no guaranteed way of avoiding fake reviews, given the proliferation of open review sites
featuring unverified user content, but brands must be sure to monitor reviews, engage with thirdparty site owners, and alert them to any potentially fake comments. AI is also playing an
increasingly important role in addressing the issue of fake reviews (Section 7.2).
Brands that work with third-party partners who verify ratings can be sure that those appearing on
that specific site are authentic, and can leverage these for insights and marketing purposes.

Key takeaway
Overcoming the challenges inherent in the feedback economy relies largely on embracing reviews as
part of the company culture, putting the right resources and processes in place, and engaging with
consumers in a way that shows the business is properly listening to and acting on feedback on an
ongoing basis.

40

https://www.which.co.uk/news/2019/04/thousands-of-fake-reviews-removed-from-amazon-its-not-enough/
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7.

The Feedback Economy is
Growing

7.1

Brands must listen to consumers – and act
The twin factors that have fuelled the feedback economy – namely mobile and social media – will
continue to feed its growth. The empowered consumer will not diminish. If anything, consumers will
become further enlightened and informed, and more demanding. The parallel expectation of
transparency and authenticity will see successful brands evolve into more human, less corporate,
organisations, with customers at their core. Businesses that have not yet responded to this shift will
have to act soon.
“Consumers are becoming a lot more savvy,” says Sophie Light-Wilkinson, VP Marketing and Business
Development EMEA at Bazaarvoice. “We will see many more brands embrace this and make sure the
organisation is set up for it, shifting away from paid advertising and paid influencers.”
It means the feedback economy will continue to evolve. Talia Shani, Director of Marketing at Yotpo UK,
says: “The brands that are winning modern consumers convey a clear brand story and values, create a
community around their brands and enable customers to be advocates. An important first step towards
advocacy is the humble, yet powerful, review. And yet it’s a step that so many brands have yet to
adopt.”

UGC is all powerful
Unleash user-generated content (UGC). UGC is a goldmine for brands. Harnessing its power aids
community collaboration and encourages peer feedback, helping to engage customers and supercharge
purchasing.
— The Future Shopper Report 2019, Wunderman Thompson Commerce41

The way that organisations interact with consumers will also evolve, and brands will have to not only
become more customer centric, but more responsive. Famous says that the information and insights
companies gather will increase: “We’ll start to see companies speed up on the time it takes to react and
change the things their customers are asking of them. We’ll also start to see reviews becoming even
more useful to the consumer audience through the information they have at their fingertips to
understand services and products.”
As businesses (and their specialist partners) become more sophisticated at generating actionable
insights from reviews, and are able to more quickly implement these, the gulf separating truly customercentric brands from those paying lip service will continue to widen.

41

https://insights.wundermanthompsoncommerce.com/the-future-shopper-2019
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Businesses must engage more
“At the moment, enterprise locations and global brands are not engaging enough with their customers
online (having a reply rate of just 10%) and if you can get all of your locations above certain star rating
marks (3.7, 4.0 and 4.4 primarily), then the potential for growth and revenue increase is massive.”
— The Reputation Management Revolution, Uberall, November 201942

Famous adds that she hopes to see the reviews space becoming more open and transparent too,
allowing everyone to understand how companies are using reviews systems. “Those that have nothing
to hide and want to engage with their customers in a genuine way will be the ones that win out,” she
says.

Key takeaway
Consumers will continue to grow more empowered in line with advancing mobile technology and a
proliferation of social media, and the feedback economy will continue to evolve. Brands must embrace
transparency and facilitate ratings and reviews to demonstrate their accountability and trustworthiness,
while speed of response will become increasingly important.

7.2

AI will play an increasing role
AI is playing a growing role in online reviews, allowing the development of tools which enable brands to
process and understand hundreds, thousands or even millions of reviews, as well as draw actionable
insights from them. With natural language processing (enabled by AI), businesses can identify patterns
in the text and understand common themes, based on multiple reviews. This goes far beyond star
ratings and unearths the biggest opportunity: understanding the context for, and sentiment behind, what
consumers are saying.
Feefo uses natural language processing to help brands identify valuable insights from a wealth of
reviews. This is done by analysing the sentiment in comments to extract key insights.
For example, Vauxhall uses Feefo’s AI technology to identify core themes that emerge from reviews,
such as such as handling, drive quality or seating position, and turn it into an easily digestible graph. “It
shows positive themes, negative themes, things to watch, and highlights areas of opportunity,” says
Jonny Evans, Digital User Experience and Commerce Manager for Vauxhall. “That can be really useful,
certainly when we put together business cases for new cars.”

AI can unearth insights
According to a Qualtrics study from August 2018,43 64% of market researchers believe that AI will take
over the task of ‘finding relevant insights in feedback data’ in the next 10 years.
Using AI, brands can also detect which topics are most popular among shoppers, automatically
prompting customers to write about those topics in review request emails. According to Yotpo,44 AIpowered prompts have resulted in a 61% uplift in the prevalence of suggested topics in customer
reviews. Machine learning can also adjust requests in real time, to meet changing customer needs.

42

https://uberall.com/en-gb/resources/ebooks-reports/the-reputation-management-revolution-a-global-benchmark-report
https://www.marketingcharts.com/industries/market-research-105386
44
https://www.yotpo.com/blog/artificial-intelligence-get-customer-reviews/
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Figure 17: How AI can improve the management of reviews

Source: Reputation Studio45

Light-Wilkinson agrees that AI will play an increasingly important role in how brands engage with
consumers. “Brands will be able to aggregate all sources of feedback into a single database and
leverage more and more AI to structure the data, digest it and create actionable insights for the various
departments of the organisation, with the end goal of building better products, services and customer
experiences, and developing brand image, driving loyalty and generating more growth.”
AI can also help to tackle the challenge of fake reviews, identifying the nuances that separate reviews
generated by bots from those created by humans. This can work like a spam filter, detecting and
flagging up reviews which are suspected to be fraudulent.
For example, Trustpilot has bots that scan reviews for unusual patterns (such as those that indicate that
they might be fake). Reviewers are notified if their review is removed and given the chance to have it
reinstated if they can prove it is genuine.

45

https://resources.reputationstudio.com/infographic/optimizing-reputation-management-with-ai
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The power of AI
AI can:


Quickly find relevant review data from multiple review sites



Provide insights based on trends and consumer sentiment



Make a large volume of information quickly and easily searchable



Automatically prompt customers to leave feedback when they have had a positive experience



Manage review responses 24/7 in real time to diffuse bad situations and turn poor experiences into
positive experiences.

Key takeaway
AI has a valuable role to play in developing tools that enable brands to quickly and efficiently manage
and leverage reviews on a large scale, identifying patterns and understanding context and sentiment that
will increasingly impact the wider business. Work with a partner that is investing in this area.
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8.

Conclusion
This feedback economy presents both an opportunity and a threat to brands. Never before have
organisations been able to get this close to their customers, gathering reams of granular data on how
they feel about the business and its products or services, their likes and frustrations and how they
behave towards the brand. They have an unprecedented opportunity to engage in a (often real-time)
dialogue with their audience.
Yet never before have brands been so exposed, at the mercy of a damning review or comment.
In short, companies must listen to this feedback and not only respond, but put it at the heart of their
strategy, rooting their business in customer centricity.

8.1

8.2

Key takeaways
●

Ensure the company’s CMO (or equivalent) drives investment in ratings and reviews, and that
transparency and consumer centricity is an integral part of the way the organisation does business,
but put enough resources in place to manage this (including how to respond to both positive and
negative reviews) effectively and efficiently on a daily basis.

●

Have a clear objective when investing in reviews, such as increasing brand trust or generating
leads, and prioritise the gathering of actionable insights based on this. Make sure the necessary
insights are fed back to the right departments to act on, ensuring the business capitalises on the
content generated.

●

Choose a review partner based on reputation, tools, reach, network, ease of integration, future
plans and its integration with Google, which has a growing impact on the review space.

●

Surveys are useful ways to initiate reviews, and post-purchase emails are an effective way of
sustaining a flow of reviews, but ensure any prompts are personalised and relevant, and make sure
the feedback mechanism is quick, simple and seamless. Do not forget to engage consumers in
physical outlets too, inviting them to leave a review online.

●

Good project management, planning, and processes are key to analysing feedback and identifying
themes, trends and actionable insights. Be sure to look at the granular detail beyond the star rating.
Consider using AI (or working with a partner who has this capability) to achieve this at scale.

●

Base metrics for measuring success on business objectives and work with partners who have tools
to measure and report on these on an ongoing basis.

●

Consumer empowerment, and the feedback economy, shows no signs of waning as technology
continues to advance apace. Brands must put customer centricity at the heart of their business and
be as transparent and approachable as possible to truly engage with today’s consumers, and those
in the future.
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