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The Influence of Online Complaints on Third-Party Consumers

Motivation
• Consumer frequently complain about 

products and services, both offline and 
online

• Other consumers witness these 
complaints online and are also 
influenced by this negative information 

• We investigate how and through what 
process these “Third-party consumers” 
(TPCs) make sense of and are 
influenced by others’ complaints

• We frame TPCs’ sense-making as a 
counterfactual thinking process

Empirical Studies

Study 1: Estimating the impact of 
complaints on subsequent comments

Study 2: Manipulate complaint content 
and measure TPCs’ counterfactual 
thoughts

Study 3: Manipulate the involvement of 
the complainant in the failure situation

Data

Selected Results

Conclusions
• Prior research has almost exclusively focused on the relationship between 

firm and complainant. We address this research gap with a conceptual 
model that predicts TPCs’ response to others’ complaints and proposes a 
sense-making process that informs their response

• When the complainant is involved in the failure situation, TPCs tend to 
attack the complainant and defend the firm

• Thus, moving complaints offline should not be firms’ knee-jerk reaction 
when facing complaints that motivate comments by TPCs

1) Online complaint data from a 
public complaint forum consisting of 
complaints, comments to 
complaints, and firm responses

2) Two behavioral experiments that 
illustrate a) TPCs’ cognitive process 
when witnessing a complaint and b) 
the influence of the complainant’s 
involvement in the failure situation 
on TPCs’ response

Table 1. Results for Study 1

Table 1. Results for Study 3
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