Navigating online reviews: the good, the bad and the ugly
By Cameron Nakashima Better Business Bureau Great West + Pacific
Online reviews have become our modern word of mouth. According to the Yale Center for Customer Insights, “Almost 90% of consumers trust online reviews as much as they trust personal recommendations.” For all our purchases – big and small – reviews have become a leading indicator of whether we can trust a seller.
Still, determining if an online review is trustworthy is no cakewalk. There are some red flags to look for, tips to consider, and simple checks to perform to guarantee you’re dealing with a legitimate business.
With so many reviews available, here’s a simple checklist to ensure the information you're seeing is reliable.
Prioritize verified reviews: Most businesses have a profile on BBB.org. (And if they don’t, you can submit a request for one.) BBB makes a point of verifying reviews for authenticity while also encouraging businesses to respond to them. In doing so, consumers gain a more balanced, complete picture of a customer experience. When navigating online reviews on other sites, be cautious of reviews from anonymous or unverified sources, as they may be inauthentic.
Review the reviews: When reading online reviews, look for specific details about the products or services. Is there an overwhelming amount of feedback? Is it all positive? All negative? Ideally, there’s a balanced take presented in most reviews. But even if there is negative feedback, this might help to confirm the credibility or authenticity of a company's profile. In those instances, pay attention to how the business responds. 
Remember: You want the whole picture. Look for why an experience was good or bad based on personal clues like descriptive experiences or anecdotes.
Look for patterns: Check for multiple reviews that seem to be rehashing the same thing. For example, even if there are several reviews sharing positive feedback, there should be differentiation in how this is communicated. If you notice a product has several five-star or one-star reviews with just a word or two in the written portion of the review, you may be looking at fake reviews. Related, look at the timestamps of the reviews. Are they posted at the same time, almost like a batch? This could be a red flag.
Lastly, analyze the names or handles of reviewers. Here are some things to look out for:
· Generic names or repeated names
· A series of letters and numbers for the handle
· No profile picture
· No “verified reviewer” badge or signifier
· “Received free product” notifications – these are not entirely untrustworthy, but something to take into account when reviewing companies that are trying to generate reviews through giveaways 
Stick to trustworthy platforms: As mentioned, BBB is a great resource for online reviews because of its verification process. For other platforms, analyze how they verify reviews. Read review policies on questionable platforms to determine if they’re looking out for consumers.
Look for recent reviews (and responses): Reviews don’t necessarily expire but they can become less relevant as they age. To get the most updated information, find the newest reviews to see how a business is operating right now. And don’t forget to check on the company’s response, an action often embraced by BBB Accredited Businesses.
Pay it forward: As you navigate online reviews, remember that you have the power to report fake reviews to BBB. If you suspect fraudulent activity by a business, you can file a complaint or report a scam on the platform. Doing so could help steer future consumers to a more trustworthy experience with a reputable company.
As always, BBB is stronger when customers share their thoughts. If you have a marketplace experience to share, we’d love to hear about it.
