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A question of credibility – Effects of source
cues and recommendations on information
selection on news sites and blogs
Abstract: Internet users have access to a multitude of science-related informa-
tion – on journalistic news sites but also on blogs with user-generated content.
In this context, we investigated in two studies the factors which influence lay-
persons’ selective exposure (N = 101). In an experiment with a collection of
online news, parents were asked to search for information about the controver-
sy surrounding violence in the media. Texts from high-reputation sources were
clicked on more frequently – regardless of content –, whereas ratings by others
had limited effects. In a second experiment, the expertise and gender of blog
authors as well as valence and number of ratings were varied. In this setting,
texts from sources with positive ratings were read for longer. Results show that
laypersons make use of credibility cues when deciding which articles to read.
For online news sites, media reputation is most important, whereas in blogs,
ratings are taken into account more frequently.

Keywords: selective exposure, source credibility, online news sites, Web 2.0

DOI 10.1515/commun-2014-0020

1 Introduction
Due to the development of the internet, access to information has become easi-
er than ever before. The available content in the World Wide Web may consist
of articles produced by professional journalists on online news sites but also
of user-generated content in Web 2.0 applications such as blogs or Wikipedia.
For readers who are interested in a specific topic, both journalistic sources and
websites with user-generated content offer valuable opportunities to acquire
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relevant information; however, the abundance of documents with potentially
huge differences in information quality might also lead to the problem of users
becoming lost owing to this quantity of content. This situation may be particu-
larly challenging in the domain of scientific topics: Here, the web offers unprec-
edented sources of information on science-related questions (“Should I be vac-
cinated?” or “Should my child be allowed to play video games?”), however,
most topics are too complex to be understood deeply by non-experts (Bromme,
Kienhues, and Porsch, 2010).

Against this background, this work aims to investigate the factors which
influence laypersons’ selection of online science information. Due to the diver-
sity of sources that publish online information – ranging from journalists of
quality newspapers to the less reputable tabloid press, and from knowledgeable
bloggers to potentially unreliable laypersons – the question arises of whether
readers include reasoning about the credibility of the given sources when de-
ciding which articles to read and which not. Therefore, we focus on the effects
of source cues (as a traditional marker of credibility) and evaluations by other
users in terms of community ratings (which can also be used to infer the credi-
bility and quality of the given sources and their information (Metzger, Flanagin,
and Medders, 2010).

Although sources and their credibility appear to be increasingly relevant
in the online context (Westerwick, Kleinman, and Knobloch-Westerwick, 2013),
prior research on selective exposure and information seeking has not concen-
trated on this factor and mainly focused on the attitude-consistency (e.g., Kno-
bloch-Westerwick and Meng, 2009) or the utility and relevance of content (e.g.,
Pirolli and Card, 1999). Therefore, one goal of this work is to extend research on
selective exposure with regard to credibility perceptions of the given sources.
Moreover, we aim to compare the processes of information selection on an
online news collection site offering information taken from journalistic sources
and on a blog platform in a Web 2.0 setting.

In this article, we will discuss the concept of credibility with respect to the
heterogeneity of online sources and its connection to information selection on
the web. In particular, we will deal with the potential effects of source cues
as well as of evaluations by other readers. Following this, the results of two
experimental studies in which we analyzed users’ information selection regard-
ing a science-related debate as well as perspectives for further research will be
presented.

1.1 Credibility and information selection

Credibility is a multifaceted construct that is relevant on different levels (Metz-
ger, Flanagin, Eyal, Lemus, and McCann, 2003): It can refer to a whole medium,



DE GRUYTER MOUTON A question of credibility 437

a source within a medium, or single messages (Sundar and Nass, 2001). As
Tseng and Fogg (1999) pointed out, credibility is not an objective characteristic
of a source or a message, but rather the result of an attribution process by the
recipient.

Classic considerations of source credibility and its (at least) two dimen-
sions, competence and trustworthiness, date back to the Yale studies by Hov-
land and colleagues (Hovland, Janis, and Kelley, 1953). The dimension of com-
petence relates to the perception whether a source is able to provide valid
statements on a topic, while trustworthiness refers to the perception whether a
source is willing to communicate the correct information. In their early studies,
Hovland and colleagues showed that a message which was attached to a credi-
ble source (an expert or a reputable journal) was more influential than the
same message in association with a less credible source (layperson or a tabloid
paper). With regard to the internet, previous research has mainly investigated
the general credibility of the web as a medium or the credibility of different
websites (cf. Metzger et al., 2003). However, due to the development of news
aggregators such as Google News or Digg and Web 2.0 applications, the ques-
tion of credibility on the web is no longer limited to site credibility (Kang, Bae,
Zhang, and Sundar, 2011). Instead, we argue that it has to be extended to the
single sources within these sites, that is, journalistic sources which are listed
in news aggregators, and online users who produce content in communities for
user-generated content.

With the huge amount of information available, the internet particularly
promotes selective exposure (Westerwick et al., 2013). Since credibility can be
seen as one important criterion for deciding whether to use or reject informa-
tion (Metzger et al., 2003; Wathen and Burkell, 2002), it seems plausible to
connect the construct of preliminary credibility evaluations (e.g., when reading
headlines and source descriptions) with the process of information selection:
Information which is seen as incorrect or inappropriate by the user will not be
chosen for further reading. Thus, information regarding source and message
credibility will be relevant not only in persuasion processes, but also at an
earlier stage, when deciding which article to choose for further reading. There-
fore, we propose that the attribution of credibility is a prerequisite for the selec-
tion of information and source descriptions should be included as one further
factor influencing selective exposure.

The fact that for a specific topic, articles from different sources are easily
available and within clicking distance on the web renders the situation differ-
ent from the traditional usage of print media (when recipients typically just
read one newspaper). This may be one reason why aspects of credibility have
not been considered extensively in traditional selective exposure research. Only
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for the pre-communicative phase, when deciding which newspaper to buy, was
the reputation (or the political orientation) of a source taken into account
(Donsbach, 1991). Due to the increased user control over the selection process
(Westerwick et al., 2013) and the large amount of content which may foster
selective scanning between different pieces of information (Eveland and Dun-
woody, 2002), it is to be expected that the importance of the credibility of a
source is greater in the context of online information.

In the following, we will discuss the potential influence of cues regarding
the reputation and expertise of message sources, and their evaluations by other
users on readers’ selection behavior, since these social psychological aspects
are most likely to convey valuable hints as to the quality to be expected of the
articles that can be chosen for further reading. What remains open is the ques-
tion of how multiple cues with potentially contradictory information (as found
in participatory web environments) operate, whether and how they interact,
and which information is strongest in determining users’ impressions and se-
lection behavior.

1.2 The influence of source cues

The characteristics of a source are decisive when estimating credibility. As men-
tioned above, research has largely shown that messages which are presented
by sources that are seen as competent and trustworthy are more successful in
influencing readers’ attitudes (e.g., Pornpitakpan, 2004). On news aggregators,
the name of the original medium (e.g., New York Times) – which is connected
to a specific reputation and expectation among readers – provides the most
relevant source information. Such information is likely to trigger the authority
heuristic (Sundar, 2008), which is based on the belief that reputable sources
are usually correct. Applying this reasoning to the selection of information,
Sundar, Knobloch-Westerwick, and Hastall (2007) found that participants tend-
ed to report a greater likelihood of clicking (assessed via questionnaire) when
the article was attached to a reputable source.

For the setting of user-generated content with blog authors, a more com-
plex pattern of credibility evaluation is possible: Laypersons are likely to be
perceived as less competent than experts but they may have an advantage in
perceived trustworthiness (since they are similar to most readers and usually
have no persuasive intent). For online product reviews, Willemsen, Neijens,
and Bronner (2012) found that experts (indicated by self-claims in the text) were
seen as more competent but less trustworthy than layperson reviewers – only
rated experts (indicated by a “top reviewer” badge) led to high level evaluations



DE GRUYTER MOUTON A question of credibility 439

in both dimensions of credibility. In the context of science information, Winter
and Krämer (2012) showed positive effects of expertise in author descriptions
on selective exposure, which may imply that the sub-dimension of perceived
competence is most important for selection decisions. However, although this
application of the expertise heuristic appears to be a reasonable strategy, there
are still reasons to doubt whether author information in Web 2.0 is always
correct: For instance, people may claim that they are experts although they are
not.

1.3 The influence of recommendations

Due to the interactive nature of the web, users have the possibility to express
their opinions on any topic and rate and recommend online content. These
user-generated ratings or popularity indications probably produce a bandwag-
on effect (Chaiken, 1987; Sundar, 2008) if they are based on a considerable
number of votes (probably in comparison to the standards of the specific plat-
form). Accordingly, previous research, particularly in the context of e-com-
merce, has shown a significant relationship between ratings or reviews and
consumer intentions (Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006).

For the context of online articles, Knobloch-Westerwick, Sharma, Hansen,
and Alter (2005) found positive effects for explicit recommendations (in the
form of ratings) on participants’ reading time. For implicit recommendations
(‘times viewed’), there was a curvilinear effect, with longer reading times for
articles with very low (around 50) and very high (more than 200) numbers of
views. While the former suggests that articles with few clicks appear to be
recent, the latter can be interpreted in the sense of the bandwagon effect. How-
ever, a study with authors on science blogs (Winter, Krämer, Appel, and Schiel-
ke, 2010) did not show main effects of community ratings. Although ratings
generated by others are difficult to manipulate by the source and therefore
should be perceived as valuable information, credibility perceptions and selec-
tion decisions were more strongly influenced by author expertise. This may
indicate that a science setting leads to traditional expertise cues being more
important. The experimental webpage did, however, not include further infor-
mation on the community or the number of ratings, meaning that the influence
of ratings may be stronger in environments with an obviously active and reli-
able community.

While both – the authority heuristic as well as the bandwagon heuristic
(Sundar, 2008) – appear to be reasonable at first glance, little is known about
the relative importance of these heuristics in comparison with each other.
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Therefore, one goal of this work is to investigate whether source or bandwagon
cues are more important for credibility perceptions and selective exposure and
what happens if the cues are inconsistent. Study 1 investigates these aspects in
the setting of online news collections (with sources of high and low reputation,
with positive or negative ratings, and high or low numbers of views), whereas
Study 2 employs a Web 2.0 setting: Here, the expertise and gender of blog
authors and ratings are the corresponding factors.

2 Study 1

2.1 Overview and hypotheses

The purpose of the first study was to investigate the influence of source cues
and recommendations when readers select information in news aggregators
(such as Google News) or social news applications (such as Digg or Reddit).
Based on the theoretical background reported above, we expected users to pre-
fer articles from reputable sources which are likely to trigger the authority heu-
ristic (Metzger et al., 2010; Sundar, 2008).

[H1] Texts from sources with a high reputation are evaluated as more credi-
ble, selected more often for further reading, read for longer and selected
earlier than texts from sources with a low reputation.

Apart from the source, user-generated statements may also convey information
about the credibility and quality of articles. Here, content ratings as well as
popularity indications are capable of triggering bandwagon perceptions (Chai-
ken, 1987; Sundar, 2008).

[H2] Texts with a positive rating are evaluated as more credible, selected
more often for further reading, read for longer and selected earlier than
texts with a negative rating.

[H3] Texts with a high number of views are evaluated as more credible, se-
lected more often for further reading, read for longer and selected earlier
than texts with a low number of views.

As a further exploratory research question, we tested whether authority or
bandwagon perceptions are influenced by characteristics of the users: Since
need for cognition (NC) – the tendency to enjoy and engage in effortful think-
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ing – has been shown to influence the level of elaboration (Cacioppo and Petty,
1982), we asked whether people with higher NC engage in more thoughtful
selection decisions based on credibility evaluations than people with lower NC.

In order to investigate these issues, we created an experimental webpage
which includes the relevant factors: a collection of online news with articles
from different sources dealing with the exemplary topic of the science-related
debate on violence in the media.

2.2 Method

Sample. The sample of the study consisted of 61 participants (32 female, 29
male) between the ages of 28 and 49 years (M = 40.72; SD = 4.55). Participants
were parents (of minors). This group was chosen since the topic of the stimulus
material (violence in the media and its effects on children) is likely to be per-
sonally relevant to parents. In order to recruit parents, newspaper ads and
press releases were published, and flyers were distributed in schools. Respon-
dents received 25 Euros for taking part in the experiment.

Design and stimulus material. The experimental website with the title “News
Collection”, including relevant aspects of news aggregators and social news
sites, served as stimulus material. On the overview page, eight articles were
shown (with a headline and short summary). The website was programmed
using an HTML editor, and the design was kept similar to existing websites
(see Figure 1).

As independent variables, the reputation of the source, the community rat-
ings, and the number of views were systematically varied. In other words, the
reputation of the online medium which was shown as the source was either
high or low (websites of quality newspapers and magazines vs. websites of
tabloid press or smaller regional newspapers). Based on the results of an online
pretest with an additional 33 participants (22 female; age: M = 27.61; SD = 7.98),
we selected four sites which were rated as high-quality journalism (with similar
values) and four sites which were evaluated less positively. The difference be-
tween these groups with regard to quality ratings was significant, F (1, 32) =
151.63, p < .001, ηp

2 = .83. Community ratings were either positive (four or five
out of five stars) or negative (one or two out of five stars), and the number of
views was either high (approximately 400 clicks) or low (approximately 40
clicks, similar to the numbers used by Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2005). On
the overview page of the website, all eight source combinations were shown
(2 × 2 × 2 within-subjects design).

Headlines (four to eight words) and summaries (one to two sentences) were
written in a neutral tone (e.g., “New studies on the effects of first-person shoot-
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Figure 1: Stimulus material of Study 1: Overview page of the news collection website.

ers”) and did not indicate a for or against position with regard to the controver-
sial issue (in order to avoid an effect of attitude-consistent selective exposure;
see Knobloch-Westerwick and Meng, 2009). Furthermore, connections between
authors and texts were systematically rotated to control for effects of the differ-
ent topics. The length of the complete articles ranged from 89 to 109 words.

Moderating variables. Besides age and education, we assessed users’ need
for cognition (Bless, Wänke, Bohner, Fellhauer, and Schwarz, 1994; Cacioppo
and Petty, 1982) with 16 items (Cronbach’s α = .84; M = 58.62; SD = 8.85).

Dependent measures. As dependent measures, credibility ratings and infor-
mation selection were assessed. We coded which of the texts from which sour-
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ces were chosen (in which order) and for how long the texts were read. After
using the webpage, participants evaluated the credibility of the given sources
with six adjective pairs on semantic differentials (Gierl, Stich, and Strohmayr,
1997) which showed high levels of reliability (Cronbach’s α between .89 and
.95) and were thus added to form a unidimensional credibility score. Since
three items referred to perceived competence (“competent – incompetent”, “ex-
perienced – not experienced”, “qualified – non-qualified”) and three to per-
ceived trustworthiness (“trustworthy – untrustworthy”, “honest – dishonest”,
“unselfish – selfish”), we additionally calculated sub-scores for both dimen-
sions of credibility (Cronbach’s α between .73 and .96).

Procedure. The study was conducted in a laboratory room of a large Europe-
an university. After filling out the online questionnaire on the moderating vari-
ables and surfing on a further website, participants were asked to look at the
“news collection” page, inform themselves about the topic and choose what
they found worthwhile reading (similar to instructions by Knobloch-Westerwick
and Meng, 2009). In order to create a selection situation, reading time was
limited to three minutes. The sessions were unobtrusively saved through
screen-recording software.

2.3 Results

During three minutes of browsing time, participants selected an average of 4.02
articles (SD = 1.38) for further reading. As statistical tests of the hypotheses, we
conducted analyses of variance (ANOVA) with repeated measures and source
reputation, community rating, and number of views as independent variables.

For the dependent measure of credibility perceptions, ANOVA showed sig-
nificant effects of source reputation, F (1, 60) = 139.82, p < .001, ηp

2 = .70, as
well as of community ratings, F (1, 60) = 10.21, p = .002, ηp

2 = .15. According
to the mean values (see Table 1), participants perceived reputable sources as
well as sources with a positive rating as more credible. A significant disordinal
interaction between rating and number of views, F (1, 60) = 45.17, p < .001,
ηp

2 = .43, indicated that the effect of positive ratings was particularly relevant
in combination with a high number of views, whereas the difference between
positive and negative ratings was small (and slightly in the opposite direction)
when the number of views was low. A further three-way interaction between
all three cues – reputation, rating, and number of views – F (1, 60) = 33.16,
p < .001, ηp

2 = .36, showed the following pattern: The group of high-reputation
sources was most credible (with the peak value when ratings and views were
also high), while the credibility of low-reputation sources depended more
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics – Effects of source reputation, community rating, and number
of views on perceptions of credibility.

Variable M SE

Reputation
Low 17.18 0.46
High 22.86 0.41

Rating
Negative 19.34 0.44
Positive 20.70 0.40

Rating Views
Negative Low 20.41 0.51

High 18.27 0.49
Positive Low 19.34 0.52

High 22.01 0.43

Reputation Rating Views
Negative Low 18.56 0.49

Low High 14.18 0.62
Positive Low 16.00 0.77

High 20.00 0.55
Negative Low 22.26 0.68

High High 22.36 0.60
Positive Low 22.67 0.51

High 24.13 0.48

strongly on the other two cues (see Table 1). Separate analyses for the sub-
scores of perceived competence and perceived trustworthiness showed the
same effects.

With regard to the dependent measure of frequency of selection (number
of clicks), a significant effect of source reputation emerged, F (1, 60) = 16.12,
p < .001, ηp

2 = .21. The mean values showed that articles connected to a high-
reputation source (M = 0.60; SE = 0.03) were chosen more frequently than
articles connected to low-reputation sources (M = 0.41; SE = 0.04). However,
there were no such effects of community ratings and number of views.

A similar pattern emerged for the dependent measure of reading time: Here,
ANOVA revealed a significant effect of source reputation, F (1, 60) = 24.24, p <
.001, ηp

2 = .29, with longer exposure for articles from reputable sources (M =
19.39; SE = 0.98) than for low-reputation sources (M = 10.55; SE = 0.92).

The order of selection was also affected by a significant effect of source
reputation, F (1, 60) = 25.50, p < .001, ηp

2 = .30, with earlier selection of high-
reputation sources (M = 4.67; SE = 0.15 / low-reputation: M = 6.05; SE = 0.16),
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as well as by a significant ordinal interaction of reputation and community
rating, F (1, 60) = 4.72, p = .034, ηp

2 = .07. In the group of low-reputation
sources, participants selected those with a positive rating earlier (positive rat-
ing: M = 5.84; SE = 0.22 / negative: M = 6.26; SE = 0.22), whereas the opposite
pattern emerged in the group of high-reputation sources (positive rating: M =
4.98; SE = 0.26 / negative rating: M = 4.36; SE = 0.18).

To investigate the influence of user characteristics (as potential modera-
tors) and perceived credibility (as mediating variable) on the selection behav-
ior, we used regression techniques for testing effects of concomitant variables
in within-subject designs (Judd, Kenny, and McClelland, 2001). For this pur-
pose, scores were calculated for the individual preference for high-reputation
sources (number of selected texts from high-reputation sources minus selected
texts from low-reputation sources) as well as for the preferences for texts with
positive ratings (minus negative ratings). These scores were regressed on age,
education (dummy-coded: university entrance-level vs. lower qualification),
and need for cognition. To test whether credibility perceptions are the underly-
ing reason for readers’ selection decisions, difference scores between the per-
ceived credibility of high vs. low reputation sources as well as of sources with
positive vs. negative rating were included as further predictors.

For the difference score between high-reputation and low-reputation sour-
ces, the difference in perceived credibility emerged as a marginally significant
factor, β = .230, p = .076, R2 = .159, indicating that users who evaluated high-
reputation sources as more credible tended to select them more frequently than
users who perceived smaller differences in credibility (the other predictors were
not significant). Similarly, for the individual consideration of ratings, the per-
ceived credibility difference between sources with positive and negative ratings
emerged as significant predictor of the preference for positively vs. negatively
rated sources, β = .375, p = .003, R2 = .167. According to Judd et al. (2001), this
suggests that credibility can be interpreted as a mediating variable which (part-
ly) explains differences in selection behavior.

In summary, source reputation appeared as an influential cue when readers
search for information from journalistic sources: Texts which were connected
to websites of reputable quality newspapers and magazines were evaluated
more positively, selected more frequently, read for longer, and selected earlier
than their low-reputation counterparts (supporting H1). The influence of source
reputation was stronger than the influence of ratings and number of views.
Positive ratings were only relevant (in combination with a high number of
views) for the perceptions of credibility, and among the texts from low-reputa-
tion sources those with a positive rating were selected earlier. Thus, H2, which
focused on the effect of ratings, was partially supported. H3, which predicted
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positive effects of a high number of views, was not supported. Results of media-
tion analyses indicate that the individual preferences for sources are mostly
due to different credibility perceptions.

3 Study 2

3.1 Overview and hypotheses

The second study investigated the factors of source cues and recommendations
in a Web 2.0 environment. In this context, the relevant message sources are no
longer professional journalists but persons who produce user-generated con-
tent, which may lead to differences in the relative importance of authority and
bandwagon cues.

With regard to traditional expertise information, the contributors of Web
2.0 sites such as blog authors can be characterized through short self-descrip-
tions, for example, on their profession or their connection to the topic. Despite
the potential advantages of laypersons with regard to trustworthiness, the au-
thority heuristic (Sundar, 2008) suggests that experts should have a positive
influence on credibility perceptions and information selection in the context of
online science information (Winter and Krämer, 2012).

[H4] Authors with a high level of self-reported expertise are evaluated as
more credible and their texts are selected more often for further reading,
read for longer and selected earlier than texts of authors with a low level
of self-reported expertise.

Although Study 1 only showed limited effects of community ratings, we expect-
ed that they might produce effects in a Web 2.0 setting since readers often
have no experience with the specific blog authors (in comparison to journalistic
sources, which are usually well-known) and should therefore pay attention to
others’ opinions (Chaiken, 1987).

[H5] Authors with a positive community rating are evaluated as more credible
and their texts are selected more often for further reading, read for
longer and selected earlier than texts of authors with a negative commu-
nity rating.

However, the mixed results obtained so far may indicate that readers do not
trust every community rating but also engage in credibility assessments with
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regard to the community. One relevant factor could be the number of people
who contributed to a specific rating since a rating which only consists of a few
unknown people’s opinions is not very helpful (Lee and Jang, 2010). Further-
more, a community which is known to the user and whose members appear to
be reliable may also be a prerequisite for the effect of others’ recommendations.

[H6] Community ratings particularly influence users’ selection decisions if
ratings are given by a high number of users and if the community ap-
pears to consist of competent members.

Since the relevant message sources in blogs are people, one may also ask how
basic personal information affects users’ credibility perceptions and informa-
tion selection. In an experiment with personal webpages, Flanagin and Metzger
(2003) found that participants evaluated opposite-sex authors as more credible.
However, with regard to protagonists of texts, Knobloch-Westerwick and Has-
tall (2006) showed that recipients spend more reading time on news articles
with protagonists of the same gender.

[RQ1] What is the effect of the author’s gender on the perception of credibility
and readers’ selection decisions?

To investigate these issues, we conducted a study with an experimental blog
platform on the topic of violence in the media. The design and the variables
were kept similar to the manipulations of Study 1 but adapted to the specific
elements of Web 2.0.

3.2 Method

Sample. Participants were 40 parents (21 female, 19 male) aged between 23
and 54 years (M = 39.72; SD = 6.80). Respondents received 25 Euros for their
participation.

Design and stimulus material. As stimulus material, we created a webpage
in the style of typical blog platforms presenting texts by different authors (see
Figure 2). On the overview page, 16 summaries of articles (with a headline and
information on the author) were shown. As independent variables, the factors
of the author descriptions (gender, self-reported expertise, valence of communi-
ty ratings, numbers of community ratings) were systematically varied as within-
subject variables (2 × 2 × 2). Self-reported expertise was operationalized via pro-
fession (professions with a close connection to the topic, e.g., psychologist, vs.
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Figure 2: Stimulus material of Study 2: Overview page of the blog platform (Title: Violence
in the media).

professions with no connection, e.g., banker). Ratings were either positive (4
or 5 out of 5 stars) or negative (1 or 2 out of 5 stars), and the numbers of
contributors to the rating were either low (2 to 11 raters) or high (101 to 119
raters). The difference in the numbers of raters was supposed to be salient due
to the possibility of directly comparing them. For each combination of author
information, a fictitious “character” was created (e.g., “Dr. Michael Becker, psy-
chologist, community rating: 2 out of 5 stars, rated by 3 persons”).

Furthermore, an additional between-subjects factor with regard to the in-
formation about the community of the blog platform was varied: Half of the
participants received no further information, while in the other condition, a
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text on the overview page was displayed reporting that only registered users
(who have children themselves and have successfully completed a multiple-
choice knowledge test on the topic) were able to rate the articles (additionally,
this information was also included in the instructions).

The text material of Study 1 and an additional eight texts in the same style
were used.

Moderating variables. Besides age and education, the users’ need for cogni-
tion (Cacioppo and Petty, 1982; Bless et al., 1994) was measured using 16 items
(Cronbach’s α = .82, M = 58.40; SD = 7.94).

Dependent measures. Similar to Study 1, we coded which of the texts from
which sources were chosen (in which order) and for how long the texts were
read. After using the webpage, participants also rated the credibility of the
authors using three adjective pairs concerning competence and three concern-
ing trustworthiness (Gierl et al., 1997; Cronbach’s α between .74 and .92).

Procedure. First, participants filled out a pre-questionnaire, and were then
asked to look at the blog website and to inform themselves about the topic
during four minutes of reading time. After this, participants completed the cred-
ibility ratings.

3.3 Results

Participants selected an average of 5.68 articles (SD = 2.62) for further reading.
As statistical tests of the hypotheses, ANOVAs with repeated measures were
conducted. Self-reported expertise, valence of community ratings, number of
community ratings, and author’s gender were included as within-subject fac-
tors, and the information on the community (none vs. information about reli-
able members) was entered as between-subject factor.

Results showed significant effects of author expertise, F (1, 38) = 34.92,
p < .001, ηp

2 = .48, valence of community ratings, F (1, 38) = 10.80, p = .002,
ηp

2 = .22, and of gender, F (1, 38) = 22.54, p < .001, ηp
2 = .37, on the perceptions

of credibility. In other words, authors with a high level of self-reported expertise
were evaluated as more credible (M = 21.11; SE = 0.44) than their low-expertise
counterparts (M = 17.29; SE = 0.41). Furthermore, participants perceived authors
with a positive rating (M = 19.99; SE = 0.32) as more credible (negative: M =
18.42; SE = 0.40), and female authors (M = 19.61; SE = 0.31) were evaluated as
more credible than males (M = 18.80; SE = 0.26). Moreover, a significant three-
way interaction between expertise, gender, and number of ratings emerged, F
(1, 38) = 9.05, p = .005, ηp

2 = .19, which did not qualify the main effects. The
separate analysis for perceived competence yielded a very similar pattern of
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main effects. In the dimension of perceived trustworthiness, however, the effect
of author expertise was less pronounced, F (1, 38) = 4.49, p = .041, ηp

2 = .11,
than the effect of community ratings, F (1, 38) = 14.08, p = .001, ηp

2 = .27.
Against expectations, there were no significant main effects of expertise or

ratings on the frequency of selection. Instead, a significant effect of authors’
gender emerged, F (1, 38) = 5.97, p = .019, ηp

2 = .14, indicating that texts which
were attached to women (M = 0.40; SE = 0.03) were selected more frequently
for further reading than texts of male authors (M = 0.31; SE = 0.03).

For reading time, ANOVA showed significant effects of valence of communi-
ty ratings, F (1, 38) = 4.74, p = .036, ηp

2 = .11, and gender, F (1, 38) = 6.08, p =
.018, ηp

2 = .14. Articles from sources with a positive rating (M = 9.83; SE = 0.69)
were read for longer than their negative-rating counterparts (M = 7.40; SE =
0.64), and participants spent more reading time on articles by female authors
(M = 10.08; SE = 0.74 / male: M = 7.16; SE = 0.64).

With regard to the order of selection, results did not show significant ef-
fects.

In terms of the effects of reader characteristics and credibility perceptions
on the preference for certain sources, we conducted regression analyses for
moderation and mediation effects in within-subject designs (Judd et al., 2001).
Scores for the individual preference for expert sources and for the preferences
for texts with positive ratings were regressed on age, education, need for cogni-
tion, and the between-subject factor regarding the information about the com-
munity. Furthermore, the perceived credibility differences between experts and
layperson authors and between authors with positive and negative ratings were
included as potential predictors. For the difference score of expert minus lay-
person texts, none of the predictors was significant. For the individual prefer-
ence for authors with positive ratings over authors with negative ratings, the
factor of information about the community (β = .306, p = .041) and readers’ NC
(β = .370, p = .019) emerged as significant predictors: Participants who received
the information that the ratings were given by competent community members
selected articles from high-rating sources more often, and readers with higher
levels of NC paid more attention to the rating information. The perceived credi-
bility difference between positively and negatively rated sources (β = .385, p =
.015) was a further significant predictor in the regression model (R2 = .324),
indicating a mediation effect of credibility perceptions. The number of selected
texts by female authors did not differ between female and male participants.

In summary, results showed several effects of source factors when selecting
articles on the topic of violence in the media on a blog platform. Most consist-
ently, female authors were regarded as more credible and their texts were se-
lected more often and read for longer (RQ 1). H4 was only supported insofar as
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expert authors were evaluated as more credible. The valence of community
ratings significantly affected credibility perceptions and reading time (partially
supporting H5); particularly readers with higher need for cognition included
this cue in their selection decisions. In line with H6, the preference for texts by
authors with a positive rating was particularly relevant when it was mentioned
that the ratings were made by a competent community. However, the number
of people who contributed to the ratings did not affect the consideration of the
ratings.

4 Discussion
The diversity of sources on the web has raised questions about how internet
users select information and whether they engage in preliminary assessments
regarding the credibility of the sources. In this context, the goal of this work
was to investigate the effects of source cues and recommendations by other
users, both of which can be used to infer the quality of the given content, on
readers’ selection behavior on a news aggregator website and on a Web 2.0
blog platform.

In Study 1, the experimentally manipulated webpage showed articles from
journalistic sources with high and low reputation and displayed ratings by the
community and numbers of people who had clicked on the article previously.
Results showed that participants generally preferred articles from reputable
sources, which were not only perceived as more credible but also selected more
frequently, read for longer, and selected earlier – regardless of content, which
was kept constant and systematically rotated. This suggests that cues about the
reputation of the source are relevant not only when processing information
(Hovland et al., 1953; Pornpitakpan, 2004) but also at the earlier stage when
deciding which articles to choose for further reading (Sundar et al., 2007): Since
credibility can be seen as a central aspect which is necessary to make use of a
piece of information (Wathen and Burkell, 2002), it is a reasonable strategy
that users engage in credibility assessments by paying attention to the sources.
The effects can be explained with the authority heuristic (Metzger et al., 2010;
Sundar, 2008) but they may also be based on more systematic assessments or
previous experiences with the given sources. According to mediation analyses,
differences in credibility perceptions can be described as the underlying expla-
nation of differences in selection behavior.

The community ratings which were displayed below the sources also affect-
ed perceptions of credibility, particularly in combination with a high number
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of views since this may suggest that the rating is based on a larger number of
‘votes’. However, positively and negatively rated sources did not differ signifi-
cantly with regard to participants’ choices of which articles to read. Sources
with a positive rating were only preferred by readers who perceived larger cred-
ibility differences between positively and negatively rated sources or selected
earlier when the source reputation was low. This suggests that source reputa-
tion was the most important cue in this setting and the rating was taken into
account when readers had doubts about the reputation (Sundar et al., 2007).
Results did not show a bandwagon effect (Chaiken, 1987) in that articles which
had been frequently clicked on previously were preferred by the users. One
explanation for this might be that both very high numbers (as indicators of
popularity) and very low numbers (as indicators of recency) convey positive
impressions (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2005) – but as there was no further
variation of this factor in this setting, this interpretation cannot be tested here.
However, it appears that readers’ bandwagon perceptions (Sundar, 2008) were
less important than the source reputation in the context of a website offering
articles from journalistic sources. This result differs from the setting of e-com-
merce, in which numerous studies have shown effects of product ratings or
consumer reviews (e.g., Chevalier and Mayzlin, 2006). One reason for this dif-
ference might be that peers who bought a certain product have valuable infor-
mation which may exceed the credibility of official sources. When selecting
articles for further reading, recipients are less dependent on others’ experiences
since they probably know about the general credibility of famous news sources
themselves.

Study 2 tested the effects of source cues and other-generated information
in a Web 2.0 environment (in which less is known about the original sources).
In this setting, a more complex pattern of results emerged: The level of exper-
tise as a traditional marker of credibility (Hovland et al., 1953), resembling the
source reputation of newspapers, was important for the perceptions of credibili-
ty (especially with regard to perceived competence and to a lesser extent with
regard to perceived trustworthiness [Willemsen et al., 2012]) but not for the
selection behavior. While previous studies showed effects of author expertise
on information selection (Winter and Krämer, 2012), the design of this blog
page may have shifted readers’ attention to the ratings: Due to the salience of
these evaluations through the indication of how many people contributed to
the scores, it is likely that participants perceived the community’s information
as reliable. Results showed that texts by authors with a positive rating were
regarded as more credible and therefore read for longer than texts by authors
with a negative rating. The consideration of the rating was particularly high
when participants received the information that ratings were made by regis-
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tered members. This indicates that bandwagon information (Sundar, 2008) on
blog sites can become the primary cue for information selection if readers per-
ceive the community itself as competent and reliable.

As one personal characteristic of the authors, gender emerged as an impor-
tant factor for credibility assessments as well as for the selection of information:
Results showed that participants selected texts by women more frequently and
spent more reading time on them. This result was not affected by participants’
gender, suggesting that there was no pattern of social comparison as was previ-
ously shown for the selection of news stories with regard to the protagonist’s
gender (Knobloch-Westerwick and Hastall, 2006). One reason could lie in the
topic of the effects of violence in the media on children, in which women may
appear more competent due to their presumably greater experience in child-
rearing. For other topics, effects of gender may be different. On a more general
level, the result shows that basic personal information of blog authors is taken
into account by the recipients.

When comparing the effects of source cues and more web-specific band-
wagon cues in the two different settings (“Web 1.0” vs. Web 2.0), it appears
that the traditional source factor of reputation is more relevant in the context
of news aggregators, while the importance of community ratings increases in
the context of user-generated content. Since readers mostly do have knowledge
about, or experience with, certain news sources but not with specific bloggers,
ratings by others can be more valuable in a blog setting. However, the effects
of the ratings are more complex and seem to depend on whether readers trust
the members of the community.

As a limitation of the present studies, it should be mentioned that the
amount of information presented in the experiments is smaller than the variety
that can be found online. Furthermore, the neutral texts and the design of the
experimental webpages might have appeared artificial. However, we tried to
design the stimulus material similar to existing websites. The heterogeneous
sample with parents can be seen as advantageous compared to student sam-
ples, as the results may have more external validity with a group that is inter-
ested in the topic. In comparison to earlier studies on selective exposure, the
selection behavior was not assessed via questionnaire but with screen record-
ings of the actual usage. For future research, eye-tracking studies could provide
even more fine-grained data about readers’ assessments of cues.

In summary, the findings extend research on selective exposure by showing
that readers engage in preliminary assessments of credibility when deciding
which articles to read online. Therefore, credibility cues can be regarded as a
further factor influencing the selection of information besides attitude consist-
ency (Knobloch-Westerwick and Meng, 2009), topical relevance, or utility of
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information (Pirolli and Card, 1999). When selecting journalistic stories, readers
focus on the traditional cue of source reputation. When selecting user-generat-
ed content, readers include evaluations by others in their decisions if the com-
munity of the website appears to be competent, although more work is needed
to clarify these attributions. Future research could investigate the effects of
authority and bandwagon cues in other contexts and potential interactions of
these factors with different message types and levels of motivation. Addressing
these questions may help to shed light on the increasingly important question
of how internet users cope with the ever-growing amount of information online
and the diversity of sources.
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