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Five-star growth: Using 
online ratings to design  
better products
New research shows that small changes in star ratings can drive 
explosive growth for products—on the order of 30 to 200 percent 
depending on category. Driving those changes at scale requires  
a novel approach.

by Dave Fedewa, Chauncey Holder, Warren Teichner, and Bill Wiseman



As many countries begin to emerge from the  
COVID-19 pandemic, pent-up consumer demand 
appears to be driving a strong recovery. But 
businesses are now operating in a world forever 
changed. When stores closed and government 
restrictions forced consumers to remain at home, 
e-commerce, which had already been expanding, 
experienced ten years’ growth during the first 
quarter of 2020 in the United States.1 One outcome, 
which may get overlooked amid the current turmoil, 
is the surge in volume of online ratings and reviews, 
which were 40 to 80 percent higher during the core 
pandemic months in 2020, compared with 2019. 
While this feedback has been available for years, the 
boost in e-commerce has taken its volume to new 
heights, giving it greater weight and credibility.

As the number of star ratings and reviews climbs 
further, and as more products are increasingly 
scrutinized online, buyers may base their purchase 
decisions increasingly on cues from other 
consumers rather than information from companies. 
If a poorly designed product has a one-star rating 
and inspires scathing critiques from disappointed 
buyers, even the most exhaustive, well-funded 
marketing campaign won’t improve sales. The old 
levers of brand equity, greater ad spending, or big 
promotions are simply less relevant in an age when 
consumers have almost perfect, painless access to 
infinite word-of-mouth feedback. The products 
themselves—both the quality and the associated 
customer experience—may become the most 
important marketing tool.

With inflation beginning to rise, retailers and 
consumer-packaged-goods (CPG) companies may 
need to raise prices to cover their costs. 
Simultaneously, they face increased competition 
from start-ups and from companies with relatively 
inexpensive offerings. But, if consumer reviews of a 
company’s products are less positive than those of 
competitors, or even simply on par with them, price 

increases are not a likely option. In this environment, 
retailers and CPG companies must give greater 
attention to star ratings and online buzz as they build 
a postpandemic strategy.2 To assist them, we first 
examined how the COVID-19 pandemic has 
increased both the volume and the importance of 
customer assessments. We then quantified the 
impact of star ratings on sales by product category. 
Our analysis demonstrates that improvements in a 
product’s star rating—even an increase as small as 
0.2 stars—can deliver meaningful growth in many 
categories. Our analysis also suggests that insights 
mined from online reviews are more critical than 
ever. The same information that gives consumers 
the power to make better choices also gives 
companies the power to pinpoint ways to  
improve products.

A changing market, with digital 
channels in the ascent 
Brand loyalty has been decreasing for the past ten 
to 15 years, and the pandemic has accelerated this 
shift.3 Consumers are now more willing than ever to 
try new brands, including those recommended on 
popular sites. Of the 75 percent of Americans who 
have changed their shopping behavior since the 
pandemic began, around 40 percent said they  
have switched brands—more than twice as many  
as in 2019.4 

In this fluid landscape, a product’s price and online 
feedback may be the primary factors that customers 
consider when making purchases. A generic product 
that once would have struggled against well-known 
brands may suddenly become a best seller if it gets 
rave reviews, especially if it is less expensive than 
products from established incumbents. Innovative 
companies often demonstrate the way a product 
can disrupt a market, even with a relatively small 
marketing investment. Similar stories abound, albeit 
on a smaller scale, in almost every industry.
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1 “Five Fifty: The quickening,” McKinsey Quarterly, July 28, 2020, McKinsey.com.
2 Some product categories, such as industrial machinery, seldom have star ratings, but consumers post detailed comments about them in forums  
 and interest groups and on YouTube.
3 Lisa Baertlein, “Recession takes a bite out of brand loyalty: study,” Reuters, June 22, 2009, reuters.com; Kathleen Kusek, “The death of brand  
 loyalty: Cultural shifts mean it’s gone forever,” Forbes, July 25, 2016, forbes.com.
4 “Survey: US consumer sentiment during the coronavirus crisis,” May 13, 2021, McKinsey.com.



Even though some reviews are false and companies 
have been known to manipulate star ratings, 
consumers still largely trust these sources. The 
surge in online reviews—which rose by 87 percent 
from December 2019 to December 2020—will  
add to their credibility (Exhibit 1). While the rate of 
growth of digital channels is slowing somewhat as 
the pandemic eases, it will remain well above 
prepandemic levels—and the volume of online 
feedback will only intensify. (For more information  
on this shift and other lasting changes, see sidebar, 
“The new retail and CPG landscape.”)

Higher ratings equal higher sales 
Although companies can easily recognize the link 
between online star ratings and sales, most have not 
closely examined the incremental growth from each 
star. Some research has attempted to quantify this 
relationship, but we wanted to understand the 
information at a much more detailed level. To do so, 
we first analyzed reviews and ratings across the  
70 highest-selling categories on a major online 
platform—hundreds of thousands of individual SKUs 
over a two-year time span. 
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Cross-industry perspective

Monthly global customer-review submissions, 
year-over-year % change (2020 vs 2019)

Product reviews, year-over-year % change 
by category (June 2020 vs June 2019)¹

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to an explosion in the number of product 
reviews.

Jan
2020

Dec
2020

June
2019

June
2020

Food, beverages,
and tobacco

Health and beauty

Sporting goods

Hardware

Pet supplies

Educational,
 nancial, real-estate,
and travel services

Arts and
entertainment

¹We conducted the category analysis for the months of June because December typically sees much higher sales in certain categories, while others remain 
relatively unchanged.
Source: Bazaarvoice Network data
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The COVID-19 pandemic has led to an explosion in the number of product reviews.



The correlation between star ratings and product 
sales was positive in 55 of the 70 categories we 
examined.5 Across all categories, 95 percent of units 
sold had 3.5 or more stars. SKUs with three- or four-
star ratings enjoyed sales that were three times 
higher than those with one-star ratings. 

Even a small rise in score, such as an increase  
from 4.2 to 4.4 stars, often produced a meaningful 
improvement in sales. Across the 55 categories,  
the total growth opportunity—the cumulative sales 
increase that could be attributed to improvements in 
products’ star ratings—was 37 percent over the 
span of the growth horizon. This opportunity varied 
greatly across categories, however, ranging from 
168 percent for cat food to 17 percent for coffee 
makers (Exhibit 2). Such differences could mean 
many things; for instance, people buying coffee 

makers may be more loyal or may simply rely  
less on reviews.

The beginning of the growth horizon—the star rating 
at which sales begin to rise—also differed among 
product categories (Exhibit 3). For many of them, 
such as office desks and workstations, it began at 
around 3.5 stars. By contrast, the growth horizon of 
infant and car seats for children began at around 4.4 
stars, most likely because few parents would even 
consider purchasing a product with a rating below 
this level, and the risks associated with bad choices 
are higher. Similarly, the point of diminishing returns 
varies. Consumers might be willing to pay for the 
most expensive glucose meter because its safety 
and accuracy are very important. Buying the wrong 
pair of socks or paper towels is simply less fraught 
with consequences.

The new retail and CPG landscape

Will consumers revert to their old habits 
once COVID-19 is controlled globally? The 
McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) attempted 
to answer this question in a March 2021 
report that examined consumer spending 
in China, France, Germany, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. It noted 
that many trends, such as the adoption of 
digital channels and the increased amount 
of money spent on services, had been 
interrupted, accelerated, or reversed 
during the pandemic. To determine if these 
new patterns would stick through 2024, 
MGI looked at some recent shifts in 

e-grocery shopping, virtual healthcare 
visits, remote learning, leisure air travel, 
live entertainment, and time spent at home 
nesting. The report suggested that the 
accelerated adoption of digital 
technologies is expected to persist in 
some areas; for instance, the pandemic 
made people spend more time and money 
at home—a reversal of an ongoing trend—
and this may continue because more 
people will work from home. Meanwhile, 
the increase in remote learning and the 
decline in leisure air travel and live 
entertainment are likely to reverse. 

Of course, the situation remains fluid, 
since the pandemic has introduced so 
much uncertainty. For instance, the MGI 
report suggested that digital channels for 
grocery shopping would continue to grow, 
but a more recent McKinsey survey 
suggests that their use has declined.1 The 
latter survey also showed that the growth 
of digital channels had leveled off in both 
Europe and the United States over the 
past few months and might decline in 
specific industries. Overall, however, the 
adoption of digital technologies will remain 
well above prepandemic levels. 
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1 Neira Hajro, Klemens Hjartar, Paul Jenkins, and Benjamim Vieira, “What’s next for digital consumers,” May 23, 2021, McKinsey.com.

5 In 14 of 15 categories in which we were unable to establish the relationship between ratings improvements and sales lift, we determined that  
 there were large swings in price and/or volume movement, or that there were small and less-stable sample sizes. Women’s shoes was the only  
 true outlier in that the relationship between star ratings improvements and sales was not positive. The apparent lack of rating importance here  
 could be due to the high “try and return” nature of the category and/or the high importance of aesthetics.



Another finding: the incremental gains were not the 
same for each ratings jump. Products with an 
average review that rose to at least four stars—
typically considered a good rating—tended to have 
the greatest benefits. For instance, one product 
experienced incremental growth of only 4 percent 
when its rating increased from two to three stars. 
But when the rating went even higher, from three 
stars to four, sales rose by 24 percent. The gain in 
ratings increased both views and conversion rates.

A new approach to managing consumer 
ratings and reviews 
Despite the obvious advantages of improving a 
product’s online ratings and reviews, few companies 
have programs dedicated to this effort. Many, for 
instance, do not fully understand the value of 
analyzing review text and thus hesitate to invest 
heavily in an area that seems speculative or unproven. 
Others are holding back because of the complexities 
involved, especially since the pandemic is forcing 
them to focus on more immediate, pressing issues.
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Growth opportunity, %

Beginning of growth horizon³ by product 

The sales lift from an improved star rating varied by product category.

Cat
food

Dog
food

Desks Air
puri�ers

Herbal Baby-
care products

Co�ee Average Granola
bars

Children’s
car seats

Co�ee
makers

Cat
food

Dog
food

Desks Air
puri�ers

Herbal Baby-
care products

Co�ee Average Granola
bars

Children’s
car seats

Co�ee
makers

3.4 3.5 3.6 3.8 3.5 3.4 3.9 3.9 3.9 4.4 4.1

Average growth per basis point² Cumulative sales lift¹ 

¹The growth opportunity is the volume increase expected from an increase in star ratings.
²Basis point is defined as a 0.1-star ratings improvement. 
³The growth horizon is defined as the span of star ratings in which a category has clear positive growth. This is bounded by the region where positive volume 
growth begins and the region where diminishing returns or stockouts begin.
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The sales lift from an improved star rating varied by product category.



For businesses that do want better strategies to 
manage consumer ratings and reviews, we have 
identified six steps that can help them overcome 
hurdles and achieve significant impact (Exhibit 4):

 — Shift resources into improving products and 
work more closely with suppliers. Companies 
could consider reallocating portions of their 
traditional growth investments, such as 
marketing and promotions, to more direct 
investments in their products, in hopes of 
boosting star ratings and online reviews. In some 
cases, this shift might involve redeploying staff 
or adding new roles, especially in product design 
and engineering. If companies accelerate these 
changes—for instance, by devoting more 
resources to engineering or using better tools  
for rapid prototyping and other tasks—they  
can accelerate the pace of growth. Close 
partnerships with suppliers can do so as well.

 — Rethink product claims and improve the 
customer experience. Companies can 
sometimes boost ratings through relatively 
simple changes. These could involve revising 
product descriptions—for instance, calling a 
salsa mild instead of spicy to reflect its true 
nature—or improving instructions to make  
it easier for customers to use or assemble  
a product.

 — Manage the product’s digital presence. While 
it’s critical to get the product right, companies 
will also benefit from creating a strong strategy 
to manage ratings, reviews, and other elements 
of the product’s digital presence. The first step 
involves encouraging feedback, especially for 
products with a relatively low number of reviews. 
Companies may want to leverage “seed” review 
programs and similar vehicles that retailers 
provide to bolster review counts. Second, 
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Cumulative growth 
by star ratings in a 
24-month period, %

The starting point for the growth horizon can vary, as can the point of 
diminishing returns.

Workstations

Air puri�ers

Baby products

Children’s car seats

Cat food

 Note: The growth horizon is defined as average span of positive values per category, centered around the average of the median values within the positive 
threshold in the category. The growth opportunity is defined as average % increase across the relevant thresholds by category.
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diminishing returns.



companies should ensure they are fully 
leveraging enrichment capabilities on retail sites. 
Providing great pictures, videos, and answers to 
customer questions can meaningfully increase 
the conversion rate from click to purchase. 
Finally, some players have found success  
by conducting A/B testing to improve their 
understanding of how search-engine algorithms 
determine the ranking of search results on retail 
sites, especially for those with a large volume  
of sales. Of course, the companies must first 
consult with the retailers to ensure they are  
not violating any guidance. Other strategies 
include increasing spending on up-front 
advertising to increase clicks, awareness,  
and initial reviews if the potential return on 
investment justifies the expenditures.

 — Establish the technological foundation for 
analyzing reviews. Basic enablers include new 
data sets and sophisticated natural-language-
processing (NLP) tools that can mine free-text 
comments from web reviews. In many cases, 
companies will want to expand the use of such 
tools to other sources, such as social media, 
YouTube, video sites (by converting voice to text 
and then feeding it through the NLP engine), 
industry-specific chat rooms, return logs, 
customer-care call logs, and even legal claims. 
Thanks to recent technological advances, NLP 
tools now make it easier to identify positive, 
neutral, and negative sentiment in reviews. They 

are also better at classifying product attributes 
and picking up idiosyncrasies, such as the use of 
jargon, slang, or sarcasm in reviews.

 — Adopt new ways of working. Retailers and CPG 
companies shifting to new tools might need to 
place a greater emphasis on cross-functional 
collaboration and organization-wide goals. 
Engineers will not be tasked only with reducing 
costs, as they usually are, nor will marketing 
teams focus only on driving growth through 
better campaigns. Instead, a cross-functional 
team will concentrate on improving a product’s 
appeal to customers.

 — Scale the impact of this work by applying 
insights across the organization. This scaling 
process involves some pick-and-shovel work. 
Companies first take a top-down approach by 
leveraging advanced tools to pinpoint and 
prioritize the biggest opportunities across the 
full portfolio. They then follow a bottom-up, 
wave-based approach to improve products in 
different categories, typically focusing first on 
the most critical ones. The bottom-up work 
involves methodically improving the designs and 
overall functionality of each key SKU. Teams 
should prioritize pain points by using a mix of 
reviews, social-media comments, and other 
sources and then identify opportunities to 
improve margins by incrementally applying 
design-to-value principles. 
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Exhibit 4

Web 2021
StarRating
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Strategies for managing consumer ratings and reviews

A six-part approach can help companies manage online ratings and reviews.
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Of course, reviews and star ratings are only one part 
of the product-improvement tool kit. They can paint 
a picture of major flaws and benefits, but they will 
not reveal emerging needs or potential problems 
down the line. In addition, reviews and ratings may 
not uncover more abstract insights (such as 
underlying behavioral motivations) to the same 
extent as traditional techniques such as in-home 
interviews, shop-alongs, focus groups, and online 
surveys do. Ratings and reviews will be an important 
supplement rather than a panacea.

 
The bottom line: Reimagining  
product development 
While companies cannot control online reviews, they 
can manage and learn from them. If product teams 
track star ratings and mine review text for insights, 
they could create better offerings that reverse 
market-share erosion, increase the willingness to 
pay, or even unlock new product categories. In the 
best cases, better products might help companies 
leapfrog their competitors by driving much greater 
organic growth. 

One manufacturer, for example, analyzed online 
customer reviews to identify pain points for a 
lighting product. It quickly became clear that 
customers were frustrated because it was difficult 
to install the light and adjust the sensors, resulting  
in limited reliability. Guided by these findings, 
engineering teams redesigned the product to 
address the issues. With the upgrades, the  
average customer review increased from 2.5  
to 4.5 stars, and sales grew by double digits.

Ideally, engineers will focus on consumer insights as 
soon as the first reviews and ratings get posted. 
Does a product feature seem to incite almost 
universal wrath or lengthy complaints? Do the most 
positive reviews tend to dwell on certain elements? If 
engineers understand the customer’s viewpoint, 
they can set priorities and make corrections before 
they even touch the next iteration of the product. 
The time savings from NLP insights alone can be 
enormous: for instance, engineers may need to 
spend only 15 to 30 minutes reviewing an NLP tool’s 
output for a small-volume product rather than fill 
multiple hours building a design-failure-mode-and-
effects analysis (DFMEA) from scratch. With such 
speed, companies can improve the entire portfolio 
more rapidly.

As consumer behavior radically shifts in the wake  
of COVID-19, companies that do not keep pace will 
find themselves sidelined, especially as more 
competitors enter the online realm. While retailers 
and CPG players now have multiple priorities, they 
cannot overlook how the growth of online reviews 
and ratings will change their businesses—not just 
how they market products but also how they develop 
and redesign them. If they mine consumer feedback 
successfully and gather detailed insights, their  
new products will garner even better feedback  
than their past winners did. This virtuous cycle can 
continue indefinitely, and companies can achieve 
breakout growth of 5, 10, or 20 percent in a world 
where successful growth is usually measured in 
basis points. 
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