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Why Read This Report

Ecommerce is thriving as consumer purchasing habits continue to shift online. 

Further, the rapid growth of online marketplaces such as Amazon, Walmart/Jet, 

and Alibaba set new standards for availability, pricing, and speed of delivery.

These dynamics provide a bevy of consumer benefits but they put tremendous 

pressure on independent retailers to innovate their operations. Retailers are 

rethinking their supplier, merchandising, and fulfillment strategies to continue to 

profitably compete and grow, yet the livelihood of many online stores is at risk 

despite the rapid ascent of online shopping.

 

Why? Large third-party marketplaces have created an environment where 

retailers are often forced to compete based on tactics that radically compress 

margins. The scale of marketplaces allows them to leverage vast product 

catalogs, attractive shipping options, and large advertising budgets. As 

marketplaces continue to innovate, it pressures retailers to find ways to reduce 

the cost of customer acquisition and retention, among other factors.

Can customers themselves help retailers compete effectively?

Rivet Works is dedicated to helping retailers discover and leverage their 

competitive advantage. In our efforts, we have discovered that unique, 

authentic content allows retail brands to differentiate and promote organic 

growth in a meaningful way, creating a loyal following of customers. To validate 

this trend, we invited over 10,000 online consumers to share feedback about 

their shopping experiences. 

This report was created for retail stores that are not just looking to learn about 

consumers, but find actionable ways to market their businesses to them. 

Introduction
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How Shoppers Discover Products and Brands

Retailers spend tremendous time and money driving visitor traffic to their site. It’s important to understand where the 

path to purchase begins, and how shoppers are discovering brands and products. 

When shopping online, where do you most likely start your search?

BREAKDOWN

Breakdown Analysis: When analyzed 

across both age and gender, Google 

remains the top starting point for 

shoppers, with Amazon consistently 

following up in second. 
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How do you discover new online stores that may offer products and services that interest 
you? (Choose all that apply)

BREAKDOWN

Breakdown Analysis: Looking at 

age and gender, we see significant 

differences in behavior. Males most 

often discover products through online 

search, while females discover through 

social media. Regarding age, younger 

demographics most often discover 

brands and products on social media. 

Moving into older age groups, we 

see online search develop as the top 

channel for discovery. 

Deeper insight: Google and Amazon continue to dominate the beginning of the path to purchase. Shoppers also indicate 

a difference in channel when actively searching for products versus when passively discovering products. For brands 

looking to promote outside of Google and Amazon, consider pairing the effectiveness of personal and social channels, 

which are both community oriented. Rather than be outbid by larger brands in CPC advertising, concentrate your efforts on 

creating organic communities on social media that are not just about products, but why consumers buy them.
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Retailer Spotlight

Jeep People provides a blueprint for success in social media marketing. In less 

than a year the brand built a social community of over 250,000 followers by 

publishing and promoting useful content to people that were looking for Jeep 

parts and recommendations. The position they have created as a source of 

knowledge has been an important factor in their ecommerce success. 

Online Shopping Behavior

What would you like to see more of from the websites you purchase from? 
(Select all that apply)
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BREAKDOWN

Breakdown Analysis: Younger 

generations of consumers favor real 

examples of consumers using products. 

As age increases, we see a shift in 

preference to reviews. 

Expert Insight: Of those that responded 

to this question, 71% of respondents 

want more social proof from the websites 

they purchase from. 

The desire to see customers experiencing products is also close behind the functionality of having reviews. Thinking 

about content holistically, consider the flexibility of a product experience compared to a review. Will a text-based 

customer review be more entertaining to your social following, or visual content featuring a customer sharing how they 

are using your product? The answer may be different depending on your business, but when you consider how you will 

deliver social proof on your website, think about how that content can be repurposed to support your other ecommerce 

marketing efforts. 

 

Whisker Seeker injects a significant amount of social proof through user-

generated content. The website features product-specific customer photos and 

videos, as well as traditional 5-star and text-based reviews. Shoppers are both 

inspired and informed by the wealth of useful content featured in the path  

to purchase.

 

What is the biggest reason why you would choose NOT to make a purchase from a website? 
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BREAKDOWN

Breakdown Analysis: Lack of 

information on products ranks as the top 

reason shoppers do not purchase, though 

for females, the top reason not to buy is 

shipping costs. Looking at age groups, 

there is variance in top responses, 

with both shipping costs and inventory 

concerns surfacing. 

Expert Insight: Most believe that shipping 

costs and price are the key reasons 

shoppers bounce. Our results reveal that 

another factor may be even more powerful. Combining the top two responses, it becomes clear that confidence plays a 

crucial role in the decision making process. 

With fewer trips being made to brick and mortar locations, it’s imperative that ecommerce sites provide a wide range of 

content and information about products. Further, and more nuanced, the content should be delivered in the context of why 

that shopper is considering purchasing to boost confidence in making the purchase. When confidence is low, the chance of 

a return becomes more likely, a problem which is costing US retailers over $260 billion per year.

As a pragmatic matter, customer-generated content plays a bigger role as an information asset rather than a proof asset 

in this regard. Particularly in visual formats, customer-generated content fills the gaps in product photography, video, and 

various uses of the products that are all but impossible for a retailer to generate themselves. This, in turn, helps shoppers 

envision themselves using the product in a relatable context, which boosts confidence and results in a positive influence on 

purchase intent.

When shopping online, which brand quality is most important to you? 
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BREAKDOWN

Breakdown Analysis: Credibility leads 

the way in all but one age group. When 

responses are analyzed by gender, 

females favor purpose over credibility, 

which remains the top brand quality  

for males.

Expert Insight: Here we have a key competitive advantage for your business. First, 89% of consumers consider brand 

qualities to be important to them. When considering brand qualities, purpose and authenticity both score highly. The 

path to better marketing here is to create and promote your brand story. Think about creative ways of communicating 

how the business was created and what your brand stands for, then bring your customers closer by involving them to 

create a community that rallies around the theme you have created.

Brand Spotlight

Consider a brand like Dove.They have built a highly successful business by 

selling quality products, but what makes the brand stand out is its purpose — to 

improve the self-esteem of women worldwide. Create this type of connection 

with your target audience, and you’re onto something special.

Two online stores carry the same product at the same price. One has customer photos and 
videos of their experiences and the other has text-based reviews.  
Which are you more likely to purchase from? 
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BREAKDOWN

Breakdown Analysis: Breaking 

responses down by age reveals 

that younger consumers are much 

more likely to buy from the store 

with photos and videos. As age 

increases, the gap between visual 

content and customer reviews 

decreases. Looking at gender, male 

purchase intent is more influenced 

by visual content compared to that 

of a female. 

Are you more or less likely to make a purchase from a website that features photos and videos 
of customers using their products? 
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BREAKDOWN

Breakdown Analysis: Across both 

age and gender, purchase intent is 

positively influenced by customer 

photos, videos, and stories. These 

results are in line with the responses to 

the previous question.  

Expert Insight: Whether consumers are engaging with reviews or customer experiences, they want them in visual 

formats. Furthermore, over half of consumers said that visual content influences their likelihood of making a purchase. 

If you intend to get the most out of your user-generated content, consider combining text and visuals, or making one or 

the other optional in the submission path to maximize the amount of content you collect. 

Brand Spotlight

Decked provides a great example of how to make customer visuals feel like 

an organic part of their site experience. Their product-specific, customized 

displays show photos, videos, reviews, and key context about the products 

purchased, and how the customers are using them. Customer experiences 

are featured throughout Decked’s product pages, which is a proven sales 

optimization tactic. 
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Content Sharing Preferences

User-generated content, and the ways that brands collect it, has changed significantly in recent years. Consumers can 

submit text-based reviews, tag brands on social media, or submit content directly to a business. There are business 

benefits to each method, yet how do consumers prefer to share?

BREAKDOWN - Reviews

Breakdown Analysis (Reviews): 

Results are fairly consistent across 

age groups and gender, with the 

lone outlier being the 40-49 year 

old age group’s sentiment toward 

submitting reviews. (see next page)

Reviews Visual Content Hashtags
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BREAKDOWN - Visual Content

Breakdown Analysis (Visual 

Content): Results were consistent 

across gender, but varied when 

broken down by age groups. Both 

the 40-49 and 60-69 year old 

groups were less than likely to share 

visual content with brands, while 

surprisingly, the 70+ crowd was the 

most likely of all age ranges. 
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BREAKDOWN - Hashtags

Breakdown Analysis (Hashtags): 

Once again, results were fairly 

consistent across gender, yet the 

age breakdown reveals that younger 

generations are much more likely to 

share brand hashtags. 

Expert Insight: A common argument against asking customers to submit photos and videos is, “my customers won’t 

share.” Advancements in smartphone capabilities, connectivity, societal norms of sharing visual content into social 

media has made it, in many regards, easier to directly submit this type of content to retailers versus a text-based review. 

While text-based reviews will continue to be a mainstay of commerce, there is a willingness among customers to submit 

photos and videos of themselves using your products, so don’t hesitate to ask.
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When asked by a business to submit content & feedback, would you rather submit directly to 
the business or share your feedback on your social media profiles?  

57% said they were more comfortable sharing with a brand, while only 4% said they were more comfortable sharing  
on social media.

BREAKDOWN

Breakdown Analysis: Age 

and gender breakdowns were 

consistent with the overall result. 

Looking closely, notice that older 

consumers showed a stronger 

preference for sharing directly with 

brands than younger consumers. 

Expert Insight: As consumers 

have become increasingly savvy 

in managing their social presence, 

they are taking a more selective 

approach to promoting brands 

on their personal social media 

pages. Submitting directly to a 

brand allows consumers to keep 

these profiles private, while still 

contributing great content about 

their product experiences. Whether 

you prompt customers to share via 

email, social, or on your site, be 

clear about your intent and secure 

permission to use their content on 

your website and branded social 

media pages.
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Conclusions

So, what have we learned? Let’s take a look at the three central themes of this study, and highlight our findings.  

How Shoppers Discover Products and Brands

Google and Amazon continue to dominate, but this is not necessarily a sign that you must give up hope of selling 

through your own sales channel. Two of the top three channels by which consumers discover new brands and products 

are community-based. These are the channels you should be investing your time and resources in to grow organically. 

Remember, with any community you create or engage with, it’s not about products, but how they are used and what they 

are used for.

Online Shopping Behavior

Simply put, consumers want to feel more confident about their online purchases. Shoppers desire more product 

information and social proof from the websites they buy from. Their lack of confidence is also made apparent in the 

brand quality they favor most, credibility. 

Whereas reviews were once the easiest way to enhance credibility, the internet is now a far more visual channel, 

and consumers want to see products in action before committing to a purchase. With over half of consumers saying 

that visuals increase their likelihood of making a purchase, featuring customer photos and videos represents a great 

conversion optimization tactic.

Content Sharing Preferences

There is a misconception that retail consumers are not interested in sharing content with brands. The results of this 

survey demonstrate otherwise. Across age groups and gender, we see a strong willingness to share not just text-based 

reviews, but photo and video content with brands. Further, your brand does not have to dedicate time and resources 

locating and curating this type of content from social media — most consumers actually prefer to share it directly to  

your brand.  
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With the rise of large third-party marketplaces and search engine capabilities, 

the online shopping experience has changed greatly. While your store may not 

be able to compete in terms of convenience and selection, your competitive 

advantage comes in the ability to connect with consumers through unique 

content. Those that creatively source, promote, and build communities around 

such content will further improve their chances of sustained success. 

Thank you to all of the consumers that participated in this survey. We greatly 

appreciate your participation and the valuable insight you have provided.

Final Thoughts
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