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New Take on Customer Reviews 

The role of online reviews is expanding as more supply managers see their value in 

aiding B2B purchasing decisions 

By Michelle D. Steward, Ph.D., James A. Narus, Ph.D. and Michelle L. Roehm, Ph.D. 

 

 

As consumers, we routinely turn to online customer reviews (OCRs) to guide our 

purchase decisions. When we want to find a trendy new restaurant, we view Yelp reviews.  

When we want to find a local plumber, we scour Angie’s List. When we want to buy a new 

appliance, we visit Edmunds online site.  

The use of OCRs has assumed a similar role in business-to-business (B2B) decision-

making, according to findings from our survey of personal interviews with 48 supply managers 

and performed electronic surveys of 880 additional managers. Why? Because supply managers 

are increasingly inundated with work, they need more effective tools to make the best use of 

their time. OCRs can provide that. Technical and economic analysis of potential suppliers can 

be time-consuming. But OCRs have made it timely and convenient to access the experiences of 

many users who have dealt with those suppliers.  

 

Types of OCRs 

How do B2B OCRs differ? Notably, B2B managers have two sources for OCRs — 

internal supplier scorecards and external online professional communities and review sites. 

Scorecards. A supplier scorecard (also called a vendor scorecard and supplier 

performance dashboard) captures the organization’s satisfaction pertaining to such factors as a 

supplier’s on-time and accurate delivery, correct invoices, product quality, price and total costs, 

and customer service. These analyses are expressed with numerical ratings, comments or both.  
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Some companies have scorecards for all suppliers, while others limit them to strategic 

partners. The operations department is often responsible for creating scorecards, gathering and 

aggregating the data on a periodic basis, and then circulating the scorecards to other groups 

within the company.  

Supplier scorecards are commonly used as the basis of annual face-to-face supplier 

performance reviews. However, they are increasingly being used for supplier- and product-

selection decisions. More progressive firms provide links to individual reviewers so that supply 

managers can contact them to discuss details. 

External online sites. Numerous OCR sites have emerged in B2B marketplaces. In 

contrast with consumer counterparts, which are often plagued with complaints of fraudulent and 

paid reviews, B2B sites tend to be more exclusive. To become a member, managers are 

thoroughly vetted. Each must provide documentation that they are supply managers and that 

their company has recently purchased a supplier’s product. There are often subscription fees.  

Two related and overlapping types of sites populate the space. Online professional 

communities are networks of supply managers. Members can visit an online site to discuss 

pressing issues and learn more about suppliers and products. Examples are Procurious and 

Buyers Meeting Point.  

These communities often feature the second type — online review sites, where 

members can rate and post comments about suppliers and products. Leading external OCR 

sites include VendOp, Amazon Business and G2 Crowd.   

Emerging Usage Patterns 

Our research indicates that supply managers are most likely to draw upon OCRs during 

the initial “supplier qualification” phase of the buying process. For example, managers use 

supplier scorecards to identify current suppliers that have provided outstanding products and 

service. Their belief is: “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” On the other hand, if a supplier has failed, 
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the supply manager will likely drop the company off the “approved suppliers list” for future 

orders.  

Supply managers are constantly on the lookout for better suppliers and products. Thus, 

they turn to online professional communities and read reviews to find new suppliers and 

products — new to them, that is. Our research shows, however, that unlike consumers, supply 

managers don’t use OCRs to make final purchase decisions. Instead, they turn to the reviews to 

clarify issues and set the stage for further and more thorough analyses leading up to the final 

acquisition choice. 

Supply managers have developed processes for interpreting positive and negative 

reviews. As previous researchers have noted, the valence of most consumer and B2B reviews 

is positive. Perhaps not surprisingly, our survey respondents indicate that positive supplier 

scorecard and/or external customer reviews prompted them to (1) learn more, (2) engender 

better attitudes, (3) increase purchase intentions, and (4) to share the reviews with colleagues. 

Past research has found that due to the rarity of negative reviews, supply managers tend 

to pay more attention to them. Our findings demonstrate that negative reviews, particularly from 

external sources, cause managers to learn more. This is particularly true when their own 

companies have inadequate understanding of a new technology or type of innovation, or when 

there is insufficient information about a particular supplier’s financial and legal risk.   

It’s becoming increasingly common to find conflicting internal and external OCRs. 

Surprisingly, we discovered that a positive supplier scorecard rating and a negative external 

customer review prompt B2B customers to actively learn more to resolve the discrepancies, 

whereas the reverse condition does not. When we asked the reason for this, respondents said 

their intent was to ascertain whether company managers were biased in favor of established 

suppliers with whom they have had close relationships. 

As with consumer purchases, OCRs are becoming more common with supply 

managers. Supplier scorecards and online professional communities and review sites have 
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become important tools in the supplier qualification process. Rather than considering the 

reviews as a sole criterion for purchasing decisions, however, supply managers are gathering 

information from diverse sources to better identify superior suppliers and products. 
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