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ABSTRACT

The focus of this paper is on the use of a visual evaluation approach for processing internet product reviews.  Although many web communities utilize text format to communicate evaluative information, digital imagery is emerging as another way to process decision alternatives. The theoretical basis for the use of visual images is discussed, the value and disadvantages of the approach are presented, and an example is presented using a web site devoted to wine reviews.  
INTRODUCTION

The use of images for product evaluation is not a new concept.  Graphics are often used to describe the degree of product satisfaction, level of performance, and other value metrics: pictures of thumbs up or down for movie reviews;  small iconic pictures (emoticons) used to imply a new level of punctuation for online blogs; Consumer Reports is known for its use of graphics for comparing the repair histories of automobiles [1].  The subject of this paper is evaluative graphics unsupported by quantitative measures.  That is, a lack of data, multidimensional scales that are difficult to quantify, and composed of subjective content.  Even with the capability to draw three-dimensional graphics online, most readers tend to compare multiple items one dimension at a time [2]. 
a different (visual) approach
The ideas for visual evaluation are born from research in the worlds of human and computer vision.  Mapping decision concepts of alternatives, attributes, and criteria into visual images begins with vision concepts such as attention, saliency, and scene understanding.  When a user looks at an evaluative visual image there are elements in the picture that focus attention.  These elements (gist, layout, objects) are compared in memory to existing internally relevant models called targets which are then connected to long-term memory of well-known objects and relationships [3].  The importance of attention and its dependence on the task at hand has been studied extensively using both single target detection and sequential multiple target detection [4], however, the relevant aspect for visual evaluation is conjectured to lie in the saliency of the objects in the picture—it is this property the visual approach exploits.  
The value added by visual evaluation includes (i) the summarization of multiple complex decision attributes that can be difficult to quantify or combine due to lack of data, attribute complexity, and subjectivity; (ii) efficiency for quick display of evaluative results to the user versus separate processing of large quantities of textual material (lots of reading); and (iii) efficiency for the user to process the information quickly.  The disadvantages of the visual approach are tied to the context of the problem and the appropriateness of an image to the evaluation—does it provide a reasonable summary of the evaluation?  Is it on point or off-topic?  How can “precision” be measured if at all?  At what threshold does a visual image become insufficient or incorrect as an evaluative metric?

Example
The evaluation approach described in this paper focuses on wine reviews and an internet forum for the review of wines (denoted CP [7]) that uses a unique visual approach.  Reviewers post the name, year, and type of wine as a one-line summary and then post a digital picture which, for the reviewer, summarizes the overall experience of sampling the subject wine.  The web community then responds to the “review” with comments regarding their own experiences, opinions, concurrence, disagreements, and discussion.
While other evaluation websites are based on text evaluations (reviews), a new and different concept for wine evaluation at CP was based on synthesizing the multi-dimensional aspects of wine evaluation.  Figure 1 illustrates a sample wine review [9].  
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Figure 1.  Example visual wine review [9]

The image of amber drop earrings corresponds to the wine in a number of different ways.  The earrings convey a sense of luxury and elegance, common terms in the descriptions of wine.  Further, the amber color of the earrings is nearly identical with the wine.  As white wines age, over time they develop deeper, richer color often turning a tawny brown and the amber color of the earrings communicates the age and its maturity.   The tear drop shape and the amber in the image speak to the wine's concentration and viscosity—the syrupy texture—another mark of fine aged white wine.  Although these aspects of the image are more obvious, the gestalt reaction to the image is more dramatic than the sum of its deconstructed parts and each individual interpreting the image can interpret it in a plurality of ways, not necessarily consistent with this account. 
The use of images presents a number of advantages to the internet user seeking a review of wines:  

· An enormous reduction in processing time by the user—the reader can associate an overall sense of the wine based on their gestalt interpretation of the image.  

· The use of images significantly reduces language barriers.  Users of any language can interpret an image.  This allows a much wider community access to the blog.

· Image-based reviews allow the reader to “see what they see” in the images presented.  There appears to be a mandala-like quality to the manner in which the community “sees” the resulting evaluation in the image presented.  There is a certain “art in the eye of the beholder” sense to the reviews that allows each user to interpret the wine accordingly.  

Discussion and Conclusions
The rapid growth of web communities can be traced in part to the availability of topic-focused evaluative information.  However, much of the useful evaluative information is dispersed and scattered among many sources.  A common website technique for important evaluative data has usually been to aggregate the information into a frequently asked questions (FAQ) format or search over extensive sources within the web community to assimilate the relevant information into a form that must be further processed by the reader’s own approach.  

A number of observations and conclusions were drawn:

· Visual images as evaluative tools can provide a quick overview of complex, multidimensional, qualitative topics through text reduction and expansion of meaning.

· The utility of visual images as evaluative summaries resides in their ability to collapse large quantities of qualitative information.  Although a statistical measure of reliability might be preferable, other measures could be relevant, such as group agreement within the web community.

· Study is needed to demonstrate the correlation of visual imagery with a predetermined set of evaluation criteria.  Parts of such studies have been done in other areas (graphics, information processing, and psychology) that would be directly relevant to the web community problem.
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