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Abstract
The Impact of Hyperlinks and Writer Information on the Perceived Credibility of Stories

on a Participatory Journalism Web Site
Kirsten A. Johnson

Susan Wiedenbeck, Ph.D.

Credibility in mainstream media continues to wane, giving rise to new forms of

journalism supported by the Internet.  One of these new forms of journalism is

participatory journalism.  This is a form of journalism in which content is produced by

ordinary citizens, usually on web sites.  One of the most popular participatory journalism

web sites at this time is OhmyNews.com.  Like mainstream media, this site, as well as

ones like it, have credibility obstacles to overcome. This study examined whether the

presence of information about a writer and hyperlinks on a participatory journalism web

site affected the perceived credibility of stories.

One hundred and twenty participants read three stories from OhmyNews.com and

then rated those stories in terms of their perceived credibility. Some of the participants

were given information about the writer’s background and a picture of the writer, some

were able to follow hyperlinks embedded in the story to verify information contained in

it, others were given information about the writer’s background, a picture of the writer,

and hyperlinks, and some were given just the story to serve as a control group.  The

results from the groups were compared to see if the additional information given to

participants had an impact on the perceived credibility of the story. Results show that

including this information does enhance the perceived credibility of the stories.

Perceived credibility is enhanced most greatly when both hyperlink and writer

information is included, and to a lesser extent when just hyperlink or writer information
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is included.  Also, these markers of credibility have the most positive impact on

perceived credibility when included in hard news, as opposed to feature type stories.

This research will help online journalists understand how to increase the

credibility of the stories they write, and will add to the small, but growing body of

literature on participatory journalism.  It will also add to the understanding of credibility

formation and the factors that influence perceptions of information credibility.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This study seeks to expand the understanding of the relationship between

information and credibility.  Credibility is one of the key components upon which

journalism is built.  Once credibility is compromised it can be detrimental to a news

organization.  One of the ways traditional media try to lend a measure of credibility to

their information is by adhering to a filter-then-publish model.  This means that the

information that comes into a newsroom is edited prior to being released to a mass

audience.  Conversely, participatory journalism web sites tend to operate under a

publish-then-filter model, where information is released to the mass audience and

then it is edited (Bowman & Willis, 2003).  In some cases people with journalism

experience are employed as editors, whereas in other cases, visitors to the site can act

as editors.  The missing layer of editorial oversight may cause credibility problems

for these sites (Gilster, 1997; Scheuermann & Langford, 1997).  However, James

Surowiecki (2005) argues that experts, such as editors, may not be needed.  He argues

that the “wisdom of crowds,” as he calls it, is often better than the wisdom of experts

and can be trusted to solve problems and make wise decisions.  It is this “wisdom of

crowds” that new forms of journalism, like participatory journalism, thrive on.

A study (Fogg, et. al., 2001) on which elements help and hurt the perceived

credibility of web sites shows that including markers of expertise can help boost the

perceived credibility of the site.  The authors of the study suggest web sites can

convey expertise through listing information about the author, as well as citations of,
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and references to, the author’s work.  The authors also point out that they believe

many sites miss the chance to convey this expertise to those who visit their sites.

Building upon this study, perhaps participatory journalism sites can improve

perceived credibility by providing information about those who write on the sites, as

well as allowing visitors to their sites to verify information easily through the use of

hyperlinks embedded in the story.

While there have been many studies done on traditional media and credibility

perceptions, there have not yet been any credibility studies done that pertain

exclusively to participatory journalism. In fact, scholarly literature on participatory

journalism is scant, so this study seeks to add to this body of literature, as well as

build on previous studies in the areas of web credibility and trust.

Research Questions

The lack of research on markers that lead to higher levels of perceived

credibility of participatory journalism sites has led to this study’s three main research

questions.  The focus of this study is how writer information and hyperlinks can best

be used to increase the credibility of stories on participatory journalism sites.

RQ 1: To what extent does providing information about a writer’s background and

providing a picture of the writer on a participatory journalism site affect the perceived

credibility of the story?
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Previous studies (Fogg, 2002a; Fogg, et al., 2001; Fogg & Marshall, 2001;

Fogg & Tseng, 1999) show that providing information about the author of online

information as well as a picture may enhance the credibility of the site.  The

researcher believes that this finding can be extended to individual stories on a

participatory journalism web site.  The researcher hypothesizes that providing both

information about the writer’s background and providing a picture of the writer will

enhance the credibility of stories found on the participatory journalism site

OhmyNews.com.  In this study, “information about a writer’s background” is defined

as information about the life and previous activities of the author of a news article on

the OhmyNews.com web site. “Participatory journalism” is defined as news content

produced by ordinary citizens with no formal journalism training (Bowman & Willis,

2003).  “Perceived credibility” in this study will be assessed as it has been in a

number of previous studies, by measuring the following: believability, accuracy,

trustworthiness, bias, and completeness (Abdulla et al., 2005; Bucy, 2003; Flanagin &

Metzger, 2000; Flanagin & Metzger, 2003; Gaziano & McGrath, 1986; Johnson &

Kaye, 1998; Johnson & Kaye, 2004; Meyer, 1988; Newhagen & Nass, 1989).

RQ 2:  To what extent do hyperlinks that allow users to verify information contained

in a story on a participatory journalism site affect the perceived credibility of the

story?

Hyperlinks can be important in helping users form judgments about online

credibility (Fogg, 2002a; Stewart & Zhang, 2003).  The researcher hypothesizes that
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stories on the participatory journalism web site OhmyNews.com that contain

hyperlinks will be rated by participants as more credible than stories that do not

contain hyperlinks. In this study “hyperlinks” are defined as the blue underlined

words in the text of the stories presented to the participants via a computer connected

to the Internet.  When clicked on, they allow participants to go to different Internet

pages.

RQ 3:  To what extent does providing information about a writer’s background, a

picture of the writer, and hyperlinks that allow users to verify information contained

in a story on a participatory journalism site affect the perceived credibility of the

story?

As stated above, previous research indicates that providing information about

the writer’s background, a picture of the writer, and hyperlinks that allow users to

verify information enhance the credibility of web sites.  Providing all of this

information to a user may further enhance the credibility of not only the site, but also

of the story on the site.  Research Question 3 seeks to examine the interaction of all

the factors.  The researcher hypothesizes that the stories on the participatory

journalism site OhmyNews.com that contain all of these pieces of information (writer

information, a picture, and hyperlinks) will be rated by participants as more credible

than stories that do not contain all of the above information.
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW

Antecedents to Participatory Journalism

The idea of allowing ordinary citizens to have a voice in news coverage is not

a new one.  The civic, or public journalism movement, allows the concerns of citizens

to help shape the news agenda (Eksterowicz, Roberts, & Clark, 1998; Grimes, 1997;

Rosen, 1999).   The presidential election in 1988 is often cited as the time civic

journalism emerged.  During this time journalists raised concerns that the election

news being covered was not news that was of interest to citizens, and that journalists

hadn’t remembered the public in their coverage (Rosen, 1999). The rise of civic

journalism was spurred by declining newspaper readership and increased competition

in the delivery of news, particularly 24-hour news stations like CNN (Eksterowicz,

Roberts, and Clark, 1998).

Jay Rosen, a faculty member at New York University and the author of

Pressthink, a journalism weblog; and Davis “Buzz” Merritt, Jr., former editor of the

Wichita Eagle, are both considered founding fathers of the civic journalism

movement. Rosen (2006) writes that the media landscape is ripe for change:

I have been an observer and critic of the American press for 19 years. In that

stretch there has never been a time so unsettled. More is up for grabs than has

ever been up for grabs since I started my watch. (p. 5)
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Tom Curley, President and CEO of the Associated Press (2004), notes that the

Internet has played a large role in altering the news landscape and giving a boost to

the civic journalism movement.

Consumers will want to use the two-way nature of the Internet to become

active participants themselves in the exchange of news and ideas. The news,

as ‘lecture,’ is giving way to the news as a “conversation." (para. 40)

Gill (2004) argues that this idea of news as “conversation” has helped give

rise to participatory journalism web sites, because participatory journalism expands

two-way communication between readers and media.  Interaction often is encouraged

between journalists and readers.  Blogging is another way to encourage interaction

between writers and readers because it provides different viewpoints on shared

experiences (Gill, 2004).  It can also be used as a tool for journalists to help “serve as

a collective databank used to jog the faulty memories of those who write or report for

major media” (Gill, 2004, p. 2).

Weblogs, also known as blogs, pre-date the creation of participatory

journalism sites.  Some argue that blogs can be considered a form of participatory

journalism if they include journalistic news content (Blood, 2003; Gill, 2004).

Jorn Barger first coined the term “weblog” in 1997 (Blood, 2004).  At first

weblogs were about links.  A weblog was simply a place where a person could “log”

all of the other web pages he or she found interesting.  Today weblogs are web sites

where citizens voluntarily write and post their own ongoing thoughts for others to

read.  The entries may or may not contain links to other sites.  Entries are usually

updated frequently and posted in reverse chronological order.  In 1999 companies
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started making blogging software available to the pubic.  Most notable among those

companies was Blogger.com.  Blogger.com quickly became the most widely used

blogging program because it is free and easy to use (Blood, 2004).

In 2001 a feature called the permalink was introduced to bloggers.

Permalinks allowed bloggers to give each blog entry a permanent location on the

web.  The creation of trackback, also in 2001, helped make blogs more useful.

Trackback allows bloggers to place a link to their site in an entry they have just

referenced.  The availability of free, easy to use tools on the web continues to bring

people to blogging (Blood, 2004).

The number of weblogs doubles every five months, and about 70,000 new

blogs are created daily  (Technorati.com).  Seven percent of those who use the

Internet report creating a blog (Rainie, 2005).  Twenty-seven percent of Internet users

report reading blogs.  Even though millions are creating and posting to blogs, only

38% of Internet users know what a blog is (Rainie, 2005).

Those who create blogs are primarily men, under 30 years of age, who have

broadband access at home, have been online for at least six years, live in households

that earn over $50,000 a year, and have a college or graduate degree (Rainie, 2005).

Those who read blogs tend to mirror those who create them, however the

number of women, minorities, people with home dialup connections, and people

between the ages of 30 and 49 who read blogs are on the rise (Rainie, 2005).
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Who’s Using the Web and What Are They Doing?

According to a 2006 study by the Pew Research Center For the People and the

Press 74% of men and 71% of women report using the Internet.  Eighty-eight percent

of those who are 18-29 years old report going online.  This compares to 84% of 30-49

year-olds, 71% of those between the ages of 50-64, and 32% of those who are 65 or

over.  In terms of race/ethnicity, 73% of whites, 61% of blacks, and 76% of English-

speaking Hispanics report going online.  In terms of the types of communities, 75%

of those who live in urban and suburban communities, and 63% of those in rural

communities, report using the Internet.  When looking at household income, 91% of

those who make more than $75,000 a year report logging on.  The number drops to

53% when looking at those who make less than $30,000.  According to the survey,

91% of those who had attended college and then gone on to further education had

used the Internet, followed by 84% who had completed some college, 64% who

completed high school, and 40% who had not completed high school.  So from this

picture we can conclude that most of those online are white men and women between

the ages of 18 and 49 who live in rural and suburban areas, make more than $50,000 a

year, and have completed at least some college.

People use the Internet to do a variety of things. According to the same 2006

Pew study, 91% of those surveyed report going online to send e-mail and using a

search engine to find information.  Sixty-eight percent of those surveyed report going

online to get news.  Twenty-seven percent report reading someone else’s blog.

Also according to Pew, 66% of American adult Internet users, about 97

million people, use the Internet on an average day.  Of those approximately 97
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million people, 53% report sending e-mail (the most popular activity) “yesterday”,

31% report getting news “yesterday”, and 2% report creating a web log or blog

“yesterday”.

Participatory Journalism

Participatory journalism, also referred to as “grassroots journalism” and

“citizen journalism,” is the idea that news content is produced by ordinary citizens

with no formal journalism training (Bowman & Willis, 2003).  In their paper titled

We Media:  How Audiences are Shaping the Future of News and Information, Shayne

Bowman and Chris Willis (2003) use the following working definition of

participatory journalism:

The act of a citizen, or group of citizens, playing an active role in the process

of collecting, reporting, analyzing and disseminating news and information.

The intent of this participation is to provide independent, reliable, accurate,

wide-ranging and relevant information that a democracy requires. (p. 9)

Media futurists predict that by the year 2021 citizens will produce 50% of the

news peer to peer, in other words from one person to another via a computer

(Bowman & Willis, 2003).  The Internet is one of the primary reasons for this change

in the media landscape.  The Internet provides an environment where there is little

cost to create or distribute content, easy-to-use publishing tools are available, a new

generation of computer users exist who are more comfortable instant messaging

someone than picking up the phone, and more and more advertising money is being
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shifted to online media (Bowman & Willis, 2005).  Gillmor (2004) writes about the

power of the Internet:

The Internet is the most important medium since the printing press.   It

subsumes all that has come before and is, in the most fundamental way,

transformative.  When anyone can be a writer, in the largest sense and for a

global audience, many of us will be.  The Net is overturning so many of the

things we’ve assumed about the media and business models that we can

scarcely keep up with the changes…But we have to try, and nowhere is that

more essential than in the oldest form of information:  the news. (p. 236)

Nicholas Negroponte (1995), co-founder of MIT’s MediaLab, agrees and adds

that the Internet will weaken the power of existing media gatekeepers, thereby

creating a more democratic and decentralized media environment.  However, the

Federal Communications Commission (FCC) is again examining media ownership

rules.  A change to the ownership rules could pave the way for companies to own

multiple media outlets in the same market, thereby creating a monopoly on news and

information.  Some warn this could lead to biased news coverage and dampen the

number of alternative voices and viewpoints available to news consumers (Turner,

2006).  Gillmor (2004) adds that information from citizen journalists that is not

reliable could serve to make traditional media stronger.

The flood of unreliable information on the net could have the ironic effect of

reinforcing the influence of Big Media, at least in the short term.  This

assumes, of course, that users of online journalism trust Big Media in the first

place.  Many do not.  (p. 188)
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However, if the citizen journalism movement does take root, and a shift in

control occurs from large media companies to people with home computers,

traditional news media outlets may now feel threatened by the audience they once

served.

Citizens everywhere are getting together via the Internet in unprecedented

ways to set the agenda for news, to inform each other about hyper-local and

global issues, and to create new services in a connected always-on society.

The audience is now an active, important participant in the creation and

dissemination of news and information, with or without the help of

mainstream news media. (Bowman & Willis, 2005, p. 6)

Some question if the citizen journalism movement is a positive one.  Samuel

Freedman, a Professor of Journalism at Columbia University, writes that he, “…is in

despair over the movement’s current cachet” (Freedman, 2006, para. 6).  He writes

the movement is degrading journalism as practiced by professional journalists.

To treat an amateur as equally credible as a professional, to congratulate the

wannabee with the title “journalist,” is only to further erode the line between

raw material and finished product.  For those people who believe editorial

gate-keeping is a form of censorship, if not mind control, then I suppose the

absence of any mediating intelligence is considered a good thing. (Freedman,

2006, para. 11)

Bertrand Pecquerie, Director of the World Editors Forum (an online news

forum for news editors around the world), writes that the citizen journalism

movement can be positive when it is used to create a conversation, however that
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conversation must be based on facts and good reporting, something he says, is best

left in the hands of professionals.

News becoming a conversation is a positive step if it means commencing a

dialogue with readers, a dialogue incredibly simplified thanks to the Internet.

But in the context of the present crisis, this also acts as a way of minimizing

the role of journalists.  It seems to have been forgotten that breaking news and

investigation into scandals and corruption performed by professionals is

necessary before this conversation can start. (Pecquerie, 2006, para. 13)

However, Gillmor (2004) argues more voices in news coverage can lead to a

more accurate story:  “When there are lots of citizen reporters scrutinizing what other

people say, they have a way of getting to the truth, or at least shining light on

inconsistencies” (p. 187).

Despite worries about citizen journalism weakening traditional journalism,

some traditional media outlets have embraced reports by citizen journalists.

Coverage of large-scale disasters by citizens, beginning in 2004, when a tsunami hit

South Asia, helped fuel the participatory journalism movement.  Shortly after the

event, tourists took more than 20,000 tsunami pictures and posted them to Flickr.com.

The London bombings on July 7, 2005 allowed citizens to become involved in media

coverage.  Video shot from citizens’ camera phones was used in the BBC’s coverage

of the bombings that evening.  The BBC reports citizens sent more than 20,000 e-

mails, 1,000 pictures, and 20 videos within the first 24 hours following the bombing.

The earthquake in Pakistan and India in October of 2005 also allowed citizens to be
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involved in the coverage.  The event led to pages and pages of descriptions of the

devastation on the BBC’s web site (Sambrook, 2005).

Hurricane Katrina in 2005 spurred major traditional media sources to solicit

pictures, stories, and video from their audience.  Although major news organizations

like CNN, MSNBC, and The New York Times received a lot of material from citizens,

little of it was used, and it was clearly separated from the main news content on the

sites (Bowman & Willis, 2005).

Others feel traditional media outlets will not disappear in this new media

landscape, but rather, control it.  Some argue that the Internet will serve to give even

greater control over news content to already established media companies, for

example Time Warner, News Corporation, and MSNBC (Naylor, Driver & Cornford,

2000).

OhmyNews.com

Arguably the most well-known and popular participatory journalism web site

in the world is OhmyNews.com, founded by Oh Yeon Ho of South Korea in February

2000.   “The main concept is that every citizen can be a reporter.  A reporter is the

one who has the news and who is trying to inform others,” Ho says (Bowman &

Willis, 2003, p. 12).

Ho started the site because he was unhappy with the mainstream media.  He

felt the Korean media was skewed, in his estimation, 80% conservative-- 20% liberal.

He wanted to bring balance to the media.  Many young Koreans who were blogging,

turned to OhmyNews.com to write for a larger audience (Min, 2005).  Jean K. Min,
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director of OhmyNews International, writes that it is important to keep in mind that

the audience is the content on the site:

The readers, or news audience, are no longer passive consumers at the end of

the day.  Participation in this great news sphere is realized for them either by

joining OhmyNews as a citizen reporter or by participating in the online

forum offered at the very bottom of every story we publish. (Min, 2005, p. 18)

OhmyNews.com received a lot of attention from the popular press following

the 2003 Presidential elections in South Korea.  Traditional media sources such as

CNN, Newsweek, The New York Times, and TIME magazine wrote articles about the

site.  The site was credited with influencing the election of President Roh Moo-Hyun

by bringing attention to the candidate  (OhmyNews.com).

OhmyNews.com has more than 42,000 registered citizen journalists and 95

full-time staff  (Ihlwan & Hall, 2006).  Editors review and post hundreds of articles

each day written by the citizen journalists. The most carefully edited articles are

located prominently on the page.  The articles that have not been edited yet are

featured less prominently on the page.  The reports filed by citizen reporters make up

more than 70% of the news content on the site.  The citizen journalists are paid a few

dollars for each story they write.  If the story is listed as a “Top News” story the

citizen journalist is paid around $15 (Schroeder, 2004).

From February 2005 through July 2005 OhmyNews.com had anywhere from

about 3 million to about 18 million page views per day (Alexa.com).  Figure 1 shows

the daily pageviews for the site during this period.
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Figure 1.  Daily Pageviews for OhmyNews.com

The site has a reach of 193 million users (Alexa.com) and is ranked 3,196

(1,634 links from 542 blogs) out of the 49.7 million blogs being tracked as of this

writing by Technorati.com.  Figure 2 shows the daily number of posts to the site from

June 27, 2006 through July 26, 2006 ranged anywhere from around 25 to about 125

posts per day (Technorati.com).

Figure 2.  Daily Number of Posts to OhmyNews.com

Source:  Technorati.com
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English.OhmyNews.com

In 2004 Ho launched OhmyNews international to begin the globalization of

his product.  OhmyNews international is an English version of the original site and

allows people who speak English to participate (Schroeder, 2004).  The news is

written by 850 citizen reporters from 85 countries.  Eight professional editors oversee

the citizen reporters (Ihlwan & Hall, 2006).  From 2000 to 2004 the site printed four

retractions and has never had any significant lawsuits brought against it (Schroeder,

2004).

According to Technorati.com the site is ranked 517 (2,471 links from 1,476

blogs) out of the 49.7 million blogs being tracked by Technorati.com as of this

writing.  In August of 2006 OhmyNews plans to launch a Japanese-language version

of the site that will be operated in cooperation with Softbank Corp (Ihlwan & Hall,

2006).  The number of posts daily to English.OhmyNews.com average around 10

(Technorati.com).

Implementing Participatory Journalism

 “Citizen journalism isn’t one simple concept that can be applied universally

by all news organizations.  It’s much more complex, with many potential variations,”

says Outing (2006).  Participatory or citizen journalism can take many different forms

on already established news sites.  For example, readers can be invited to comment on

already published articles.  Citizen journalism sites that have encouraged their readers

to do this include: Northwest Voice, The Bakersfield Californian, InsideVC.com,

Poynter online, and ZDNet.com (Outing, 2006).
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Another way news organizations can include readers in the news conversation

is to have a professional journalist post a small story and then allow citizens to post

their experiences that pertain to the story (Outing, 2006).

Open-source journalism could be another way of including readers in the

journalism process.  A professional journalist may collaborate with a reader who

knows a lot about the subject.  The journalist may ask the reader questions to help in

the writing of the story or the reader may do actual reporting that will be included in

the finished story (Outing, 2006).

A citizen bloghouse might be created on a news web site where citizens are

invited to create blogs and post entries on these blogs.  This can take the form of a list

of blogs created by citizens and listed by category on a table of contents page.

Editors might choose the best blogs to highlight on a main page (Outing, 2006).

Outing (2006) offers a word of warning about this:  most news web sites that have

used citizen bloggers say the blogs start out strong but the activity dwindles to

complete inactivity in many cases.  Examples of citizen bloghouses include: bluffton

(S.C) today community blogs, Lawrence.com blogs, the Denver Post bloghouse, and

NJ.com weblogs (Outing, 2006).

A news organization may also consider a stand-alone citizen journalism site

made up of contributions from citizens that is edited and is separate from the core

news brand. Most of these sites tend to focus on local news.  Editors of the sites

monitor submissions and may do some minor editing.  One advantage of these sites is

that events that are not covered by mainstream media can be covered by the citizens.

Examples of these types of sites are:  mymissourian, Westportnow, ibrattleboro.com,



18

Greensboro (N.C.) news, and record your news (Outing, 2006).

A news organization may also choose to create a stand-alone citizen

journalism site that is not edited.  This is just like the above model, but the entries are

not edited before they are posted on the site.  Because the entries are not edited,

safeguards must be put in place.  These safeguards may include having an editor read

the stories after they have been posted and/or including a “report misconduct” button

that allows users to send a message to editors if they spot something they consider to

be inappropriate in the story.  This will then alert an editor to the need to review the

submission.  Outing (2006) also suggests building in a feature that automatically

removes a story from the site after the “misconduct button” has been clicked three

times.  This allows a potentially libelous story to be removed from the site quickly

and gives the editor a chance to review it.   Examples of stand-alone citizen

journalism sites that are not edited can be found at:  backfence.com,

getlocalnews.com, Dailyheights.com (Outing, 2006).

Some news organizations put out a print edition of the stories published online

by citizen journalists.  Outing (2006) points out that a print edition can serve as a

motivational factor, helping compel “trusted” contributors to continue to contribute

content.  However, some consider the print editions to be a step backward, adding

costs to the publishing process and limiting interactivity.  Examples of blogs with a

print component include:  mytown, neighbors, northwest voice, yourhub, and bluffton

today (Outing, 2006).

The work of citizen journalists can also be combined with the work of

professionals.  OhmyNews.com is an example of this approach.  Citizen reporters
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account for about 70% of the site’s content; professional reporters create the rest.  Not

everything submitted by the citizens is accepted for publication.  Blufftontoday.com,

a South Carolina web site, is another example of this kind of journalism.  Jan Schaffer

(2005), executive director of J-lab.org, a web site devoted to citizen journalism,

writes that it is possible for citizen and journalist created content to co-exist:

Citizen content does not create an either/or paradigm. It’s an “and.” Citizen-

contributed content can do much to enrich traditional journalism: It will

complement as well as compete with mainstream offerings. Citizens can serve

as guide dogs as well as watchdogs. (p. 28)

The term citizen journalist can be intimidating to citizens who want to

contribute news content.  Jonathan Weber, founder and editor of NewWest.net, a

participatory journalism site, now labels content that comes from citizen journalists as

“unfiltered” as opposed to “citizen journalist” (Schaffer, 2005).

Notable Participatory Journalism Projects

New media initiatives are springing up because people feel, “…shortchanged,

bereft, or angered by their available media choices” (Schaffer, 2005, p. 24).  The

Knight Foundation has been a supporter of the participatory journalism movement

through their “new voices” grants.  These are grants designed to help fund start-up

community news ventures (Schaffer, 2005).

One of the funded projects is “Louden Forward,” a citizen journalism venture

in one of Northern Virginia’s fastest growing counties (LoudenForward.org).  The

project’s managing partners felt the media was only reacting to local events, not
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exploring issues of substance or presenting ideas or solutions to long-term problems

(Schaffer, 2005).

Another project funded through the “new voices” grants was a joint project

between The Hartsville Messenger (a small twice-weekly newspaper) and the

University of South Carolina School of Journalism and Mass Communication.  A

study by Fisher and Osteen (2006) details what was learned during the first year at the

joint venture, Hartsville Today (Hvtd.com).  According to the study, when creating a

site like this, it is important to think like users and readers, not like publishers and

journalists. They also recommend avoiding the terms “citizen journalism” and

“participatory journalism” because several people who were asked to contribute to the

site felt they couldn’t because they weren’t trained journalists.  Instead Fisher and

Osteen recommend using the terms “community storytelling” and “community

conversation.” They also say that recruiting is an important part of the process, and

they learned that “Once you’ve built it, they may not come” (p. 2).

Once citizens are recruited and begin writing for the site they are going to

need some training, so that needs to be built into the budget.  Fisher and Osteen

(2006) suggest that an events calendar should be placed on the site, and that the

ability to post readers’ photos should be very easy. They also recommend having a

“report inappropriate content” button.  Overall, Fisher and Osteen (2006) conclude

that the site is successful, as it has helped them engage their readers in a “community

conversation,” and that content on Hartsville Today has been used to complement

coverage in the Hartsville Messenger.  They also admit they have had their share of

problems.  For example, The Messenger staff newsroom has not truly integrated
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Hartsville Today into its day to day operations, and the sales staff has been reluctant

to sell advertisements on the site because they are afraid of hurting newspaper

advertisement sales.

 Backfence.com has community web sites that serve McLean and Reston,

Virginia.  It has now secured $3 million in funding to go national.

MyMissourian.com is a participatory journalism site launched in 2004 by the

University of Missouri-Columbia.  In this participatory journalism model, citizens,

both on and off campus, serve as writers for the site.  Journalism students act as

editors.

Editors work closely with authors who ‘share’ information rather than ‘cover’

stories.  We edit for readability and civility, not A.P. style and newspaper

tradition.  We know how to keep our reporters out of libel court, so this

responsibility doesn’t change because our authors are not on the payroll.  We

let writers get trivial and let them talk about what interests them. (Bentley,

2005, p. 27)

MyMissourian.com will not accept anything that contains profanity, nudity,

personal attacks, or attacks on race, religion, national origin, gender, or sexual

orientation (Bentley, 2005).

Cognitive Authority in Journalism Communities

“Journalists’ ability to decide what is news has constituted the expertise that

distinguishes them from non-reporters,” writes Zelizer (1993).  By the 1920’s

journalists had adopted the attitude that they were the best ones to determine what the
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audiences’ interests and needs were (Tuchman, 1978).  Established media used this as

a way to make sure it kept control, and guarded against change and rebellion (Soloski,

1989).  As a result, the journalists adopted certain attitudes toward how to go about

their work.  Namely, they felt they needed to be objective, neutral, and balanced

(Schiller, 1979, 1981).  The authority of journalists often comes from their attendance

at events and from being an eyewitness as news unfolds (Zelizer, 1993).

A cognitive authority is not just “one to whom we turn for information but

also one to whom we turn for advice…” (Wilson, 1983, p. 18).  Wilson says authority

is limited to spheres, or areas in which a person can speak with authority. He argues

that certain professions impart cognitive authority based on the education and/or

training necessary to become a member of the profession.   In the case of journalism,

the public often looks to journalists to speak within their sphere of authority about a

breaking news story-- but might also a citizen who is a witness to that same breaking

news event also be able to speak with authority?  According to Wilson (1983) it is up

to the person evaluating the information to decide whether or not the person

providing the information has authority and is credible.  This is often determined by

looking at the credentials or occupational specialization of the person providing the

information.

In this regard journalism is not like other professions like medicine or law.

Professionals in these fields are asked to prove themselves through training,

education, and licensing.  Instead, journalists often reject the very things that other

professions use to prove their legitimacy (Zelizer, 1993).  Since there is no licensing

or formal training process for journalists, there is a very low boundary of entry into
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the field of journalism, which may be helping to fuel the participatory journalism

movement.

Media Credibility

Almost since the founding of the free press in America, newspapers have been

in a constant battle with readers over issues of sensationalism, truthfulness,

believability, and bias.  Media credibility soared following President Nixon’s

resignation in 1974; public opinion polls showed that 68% of people had trust and

confidence in the news media (Notoro-Morgan, 1998).  However, following this time

of soaring public confidence, trust in the media fell and continues to fall.  A survey by

the Pew Research Center For the People and the Press (2005) shows credibility in all

major news media have fallen in recent years due mainly to increased distrust of the

media by Republicans and conservatives.

According to the survey, among the major networks, 24% of people find NBC

News to be highly credible, down from a high of 30% in 1998; 24% find ABC news

highly credible, down from 31% in 1996; and 24% of people find CBS News highly

credible, down from 32% in 1996.  The same downward trend can be seen in

newspapers, although the decline is not as dramatic.  The percentage of people who

say they can believe most of what they read in their daily newspaper has dropped

from 84% in 1985 to 54% in 2004 (Online Newspaper Readership Countering Print

Losses, 2005).  A similar pattern holds true for local and network television news.

During the same period, TV news believability has fallen from 85% to 62% and

network TV believability has fallen from 87% to 64%.
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As trust in traditional media continues to wane, more people are going online

to get their news.  About 50 million Americans get their news from the Internet in a

typical day (Horrigan, 2006).  Those who are broadband Internet users are more

likely than those who have a dial up connection to get their news online.  For

broadband Internet users, getting news online is as much of an everyday occurrence

as getting news from national TV newscasts and radio, and getting online news is

more a part of their daily activities than getting news from newspapers (Horrigan,

2006).  When people do go online to get their news, they typically seek out familiar

names:  46% say they go to the web site of a national TV news organization (CNN or

MSNBC); 39% go to Yahoo or Google; 32% go to local daily paper web sites; 31%

report getting news from the web site of a local TV news station; and 20% say they

visit the web site of a national daily newspaper.  Twenty-two percent of all Internet

users report going to a foreign or non-traditional news site at least one time.  In terms

of the number of people turning to blogs for news, about 9% of all Internet users

report visiting a news blog (Horrigan, 2006).

Defining Credibility in Human-Computer Interaction

Credibility and believability are often thought of as synonymous in the field of

Human Computer Interaction, where credibility is considered a perceived quality

(Fogg & Tseng, 1999).  Fogg and Tseng (1999) argue that credibility is made up of

multiple dimensions, of which the two key dimensions are trustworthiness and

expertise.  Others say the perception of credibility is composed of four dimensions:

honesty, expertise, predictability, and reputation (Corritore, Marble, Wiedenbeck, &
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Chandran, 2005).  Issues of computer credibility come into play in many situations,

including when computers act as knowledge sources and as decision aids (Fogg &

Tseng, 1999).  Some terms that can be used to assess computer credibility are:

credible, believable, reputable, trust in the information, accept the advice, and believe

the output (Fogg & Tseng, 1999).

It is important to remember that credibility and trust are two different

concepts.  “If an object has credibility (e.g. the author is a recognized expert), that

credibility is a positive signal of the trustworthiness of the object.  Hence, credibility

provides a reason to trust but is not trust itself” (Corritore, Kracher, & Wiedenbeck,

2003, p. 748).

Models for Evaluating Computer Credibility

Fogg and Tseng (1999) propose three models for evaluating computer

credibility:  binary, threshold, and spectral evaluation.  In binary evaluation users

perceive the product as either credible or not credible--there's no middle ground.  In

threshold evaluation, if the user perceives that a product falls below a certain

threshold it is not credible, if it falls above a certain threshold it is credible, if it falls

in between it is perceived as somewhat credible.  In spectral evaluation there are no

black or white categories, only shades of grey.  This usually happens when the user

has a high interest in the information he/she is pursuing and is also very familiar with

the subject.  The users’ use of the above models depends upon the type of information

seeking situation users find themselves in.  The threshold model is the most common.

In order for people to evaluate information, they must first process it.
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According to the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), there are two routes for

processing information, central and peripheral.  Central is used when people have

high interest and devote much of their cognitive resources to processing the

information.  Peripheral is used when people have little interest in the issue or little

capacity for processing the information (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981; Petty, Cacioppo, &

Goldman, 1981).  This may mean that the less motivated people are to seek

information on a site, the more they will rely on peripheral cues (things like

appearance).  According to a study by Gunther (1992) of newspaper and television

news coverage, the more a participant is involved with the information the more

likely they are to reject it and the more “cognitive elaboration of the message” there

will be.

The way people think about and approach credibility also needs to be

considered, argue Fogg and Tseng (1999).  These different ways of thinking include:

presumed, reputed, surface, and experienced.  Presumed credibility is how a person

perceives someone/something based on assumptions he or she makes about that

person or thing.  Reputed credibility is how much the person believes something

based on reports from others.   Surface credibility is how a person perceives

something based upon looks alone.  Experienced credibility is based on first-hand

experience (Fogg & Tseng, 1999).

Wathen and Burkell (2002) propose a model of how users assess the

credibility of online information.  This untested model has three stages.  In the first

stage the user makes some quick decisions about the web site, asking questions like,

“Does this site look professional?” and “Can I get what I want quickly and easily?”
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The appearance of the site, as well as how quickly it loads, are of primary importance.

If the user decides to pursue the site they move to stage 2:  judging the credibility of

the message on the site.  During this stage users are assessing the believability of the

message and whether or not the information seems reasonable.  If the information is

credible they progress to stage 3:  evaluation of the information itself.  Here, users

might ask questions like, “How does the information match my previous

knowledge?” and “How badly do I need the information?”

Web Structures that Impact Computer Credibility

Many factors impact the perceived credibility of information found while

using a computer.  Following three years of research that included over 4,500 people,

the Stanford Persuasive Technology Lab formulated guidelines for improving web

credibility (Fogg, 2002a):

• Verifiability of Information:  Provide citations, references, and sources for the

information on the site, and then link to this information.

• Prove Legitimacy:  Make sure users know the site is a legitimate organization.

Provide a physical address, post a photo of the office, list a membership with

the chamber of commerce.

• Highlight Expertise:  Give credentials and make sure users know about any

experts.  Make any association with a respected organization known.  Do not

link to sites that are not credible.

• Honesty and Trustworthiness:  Make sure users know there are real people

behind the site.  This can be done by posting bios.



28

• Contact Easily:  Make contact information clear, including a phone number,

address, and e-mail address.

• Professional Design:  Pay attention to the layout of the site and the images

used.  The visual design of the site should match the purpose of the site.

• Ease of Use and Usefulness:  Make sure the site is easy to use and useful to

users.  Do not try to dazzle.

• Update Content:  Sites that have been recently updated or reviewed are found

to be more credible than those that are not.

• Be Careful with Ads:  It is best to avoid having ads.  If ads are included make

sure ads are clearly labeled as such.  Avoid pop-up ads.

• Avoid All Errors:  Typos and broken links hurt credibility.  Even small errors

have a big impact on credibility.

As mentioned above, markers of expertise can improve a web site’s

credibility.  Fogg et al. (2001, p. 64) used the following items as markers of expertise

(they are listed in order of importance):

• The site is by a news organization that is well respected outside of the

Internet.

• The site lists authors’ credentials for each article.

• The site has articles that list citations and references.

• The site has few news stories, but gives detailed information for each.

• The site says it is the official site for a specific topic.

• The site has ratings or reviews of its content.

• The site displays an award it has won.
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Although markers of expertise are important, in a 2003 study on web site

credibility, Fogg et al. found the design/look of the web site was noticed most often

by participants, followed by the structure of the information (how easy/hard the site

was to navigate) and the information focus (how narrowly or broadly the information

was focused).

It is not just the design of the web site that is important.  The way information

is presented is also important.  The title, for example Reporter or Staff Writer, given

to the writer of an online article can play a role as to whether or not information is

judged to be credible, however studies in this area have shown different results.  Fogg

& Tseng (1999) found that the title of Doctor or Professor may mean something is

judged as more credible.  However, Fogg & Marshall (2001) found that an article

with a more casual byline was perceived as more believable than the same article with

a more formal title.  They weren’t able to explain why this was the case.  However,

when it came to pictures in this same study, they found that a formal picture of an

author on a web site led people to believe the article more than an article with a more

casual picture of the author beside it.

Prominence-Interpretation Theory

Fogg (2003), as a preliminary attempt, developed the Prominence-

Interpretation Theory to explain how people assess credibility in an online

environment.  According to the theory, people do two things when they assess

credibility online:  the user notices something (prominence) and the user makes a

judgment about it (interpretation).  Fogg argues that both of these things have to
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happen in order for a credibility assessment to be made.  Five things that affect

prominence are:  user involvement, web site topic, user task, user experience (e.g.

novice, expert), and individual differences.  Fogg says there are three things that

affect interpretation:  assumptions, skill/knowledge, and context.

Defining Credibility in the News Media

In the 1950’s the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research began measuring

media credibility in its polls sparking debate in the media community about the

definition of credibility.  Some of the earliest work in this area defined the credibility

of a news story as being synonymous with the believability of the story (Hovland &

Weiss, 1951).  This definition is still widely used today in media research  (Gunther,

1987; McGuire, 1985; Wilson & Sherrel, 1993).

Media credibility can also be defined as something that offers reason or

evidence as to why it is believable or at least possible.  In order for something to be

considered true or honest it must be believed (Abdulla et al., 2005).

Receiver and Source Credibility

Some researchers make a distinction between receiver and source credibility.

Newhagen and Nass (1989) offer the following definition of mass media credibility

defined from a receiver-oriented perspective: “The degree to which an individual

judges his or her perceptions to be a valid reflection of reality” (p. 278).  But they

point out that measuring media credibility is complicated by the fact that another

dimension is added to the mix when technology, in the form of a television monitor or



31

printing press, is used in the transmission of the message.  They go on to say that

because of this, mass media credibility is really, “…the perception of news messages

as a plausible reflection of the events they depict” (p. 278).

In terms of the source, there is usually not a clear distinction made in many

studies (Newhagen & Nass, 1989).  A person, an organization, or even the channel

being used to transmit the message can be considered the source.  A distinction can

also be made between an “internal” and “external” source, where the “internal”

source is the person who originated the message, and the “external” source is the

mass medium used to transmit the signal.  When source credibility was taken into

account, Newhagen and Nass (1989) found that people judge television according to

the on-air people presenting the news (individuals), whereas newspapers are judged

more as an organization (institution).

Newhagen and Nass (1989) also found that the different types of messages

transmitted through a channel also impacts source credibility.  For example,

television news may suffer because television, unlike the newspaper, is not primarily

viewed as a news source, but rather as an entertainment source.  Television credibility

judgments are based more upon the physical appearances of individual on-air

personalities than the perceived news credibility of the news organization or the

station.  However, they also point out that the distance between newspaper

writers/editors and their readers can hurt credibility because the newspaper takes on

an anonymous quality.  The immediacy of television to the viewer can enhance

television credibility.
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Other studies have also examined the impact of source credibility on how

information is perceived.  Hovland and Weiss (1951) found that when a statement is

made by someone perceived as a “high prestige” source there is a higher level of

agreement with the statement.  Berlo, Lemert, & Mertz (1970) also investigated

source credibility.  They came up with three dimensions for evaluating sources of

messages:  safety, qualification, and dynamism.   In a study by Bucy (2003) a

distinction is made between media credibility and source credibility, where source

credibility focuses on those presenting the message and qualities like expertise and

trustworthiness.

Studies show people use several markers to judge a source’s believability.

These include the source’s expertise and bias, as well as audience members’ prior

knowledge and impressions of the source.  When a person does not know a lot about

the source’s credibility, people tend to look at the message to see how well it is

presented, whether or not it is believable, and whether or not it is supported by data

(Slater & Rouner, 1996; Austin & Dong, 1994).

Structural and Message Features

It is important to make a distinction between the message the web site is

trying to convey and how it is being conveyed through the site.  In several studies,

authors (Fogg, 1999; Hong, 2006; Olaisen, 1990; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) have

attempted to make this distinction, although sometimes using different terms.

“Technical” qualities can be thought of as the things on a site related to design

features, while “cognitive” qualities are those things related to the message on the site
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(Fogg, 1999; Olaisen, 1990; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).  Olaisen (1990) says

“cognitive” factors include influence, trustworthiness, competence, reliability, and

relevance.  The “technical” factors include form, novelty, accessibility, and

flexibility.

In a study of health care web sites Hong (2006) makes a distinction between

“structural” features and “message” features on web sites.  Hong argues that

“structural” elements of a web site (domain name, advertisements, seals of

endorsement, etc.) have an impact on credibility, and these things need to be taken

into account in conjunction with “message” features (the text content, author

credentials, statistics) to produce an overall picture of perceived credibility on the

web.  Hong says most web sites contain both “structural” and “message” features, yet

many studies do not distinguish between the two.  At this point, it is not known what

the relative contributions of “message” and “structural” features are to the overall

assessment of online credibility, yet it is something that Hong argues is important to

take into consideration in order to fully understand online credibility.

When making the distinction between “structural” and “message” features in

her 2006 study it was found that the more “message” features a site has the more

credible the site is perceived to be.  According to the study “structural” features didn’t

seem to predict the perceived credibility of a web site.  Web sites that had a .org,

.gov., or .edu domain name were only perceived as being more credible than .com

sites on the specific search task in the study, not the general search task.  Whether

there were ads on the site didn’t predict the perceived credibility of the site.  The

author suggests there may be a hierarchy in place when people visit web sites. People
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may look at the message first followed by the structural features; however, Hong

admits this may vary by the type of information being examined.

According to studies of scholars and their online information seeking

behaviors these users tend to assess the quality of information on a site based on

source credibility and authority (Rieh, 2002; Rieh & Belkin, 1998).  Participants in

the study paid a great deal of attention to academic and governmental institutions.

Authority was ascribed to professional experts like doctors and professors.  Rieh

(2002) found participants’ judgments of quality and authority are swayed by the

source at the institutional level (URL, type of source, etc.) more than at the individual

level (author name/credentials, etc.)  When people do not know who the source of

information is, they will turn to the message in order to determine the credibility of

the source (Rosenthal, 1971).

Dimensions of News Credibility

In mass media research, credibility is often studied as a multi-dimensional

concept.  Two of the earliest media researchers to look at the dimensions of media

credibility were Hovland and Weiss (1951) who found credibility to comprise two

dimensions:  trustworthiness and expertise.

In their study of the dimensions of credibility and how they are related to each

other, Gaziano and McGrath (1986), found 12 dimensions of credibility. They are

fairness, lack of bias, telling the whole story, respect for people’s privacy, watching

out for people’s interests, concern about the community’s well being, separating fact

from opinion, concern about the public interest, well trained reporters,
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trustworthiness, accuracy, and factually based stories.  Many studies have used some

or all of these dimensions to assess credibility (e.g., Abdulla et al., 2005; Bucy, 2003;

Flanagin & Metzger, 2000; Johnson & Kaye, 1998; Johnson & Kaye, 2004).

Building on the work of Gaziano and McGrath (1986), Meyer (1988), in his

study of newspaper credibility, suggested that credibility is composed of two

dimensions, namely believability and community affiliation.  When assessing online

credibility, some of the dimensions used to assess traditional media credibility are

also used.  For example, in their study of Internet and traditional sources, Johnson and

Kaye (1998) used the dimensions of believability, accuracy, fairness, and depth of

information.  They used those same dimensions in their 2002 study of Internet users

interested in politics.

In another study of online and traditional media credibility Abdulla et al.

(2005) found the dimensions of online credibility to be:  trustworthiness, currency,

and bias.  They found trustworthiness to be made up of believability, accuracy,

completeness, balance and fairness, and honesty.

When studying online news stories Sundar (1996) used six dimensions of

credibility:  accuracy, believability, bias, fairness, objectivity, and sensationalism.  He

also used five measures to assess news story quality:  clarity, coherence,

comprehensiveness, conciseness, and good writing.  Bucy (2003) used believability,

fairness, accuracy, informativeness, and in-depth to measure the credibility of

network newscasts and web sites.
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News Credibility Scales

Many different news credibility scales have been used to assess media

credibility.  Many of the scales are based on the dimensions of credibility discussed

above.

Rimmer and Weaver (1987), in their study of TV and newspaper use and

credibility, used a 12-item scale to assess credibility based on data from the American

Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE).  The scale has questions about whether the

stories are fair or unfair, biased, tell the whole story, are accurate, invade people’s

privacy, watch out for people’s interests, show concern about the community’s well-

being, can separate facts from opinions, can be trusted, are concerned about making

profits, are factual or contain opinions, and have well-trained reporters.  They also

used a second set of credibility measures, chosen from a 1985 Meyer study, in the

study that contained only four of the above items:  bias, telling the whole story,

accuracy, and whether or not the source can be trusted.

Newhagen and Nass (1989) came up with a scale for assessing newspaper and

television credibility.  The factors used to assess newspaper credibility were:  factual,

trustworthiness, fair, accurate, tell the whole story, reporters are well trained,

separates facts from opinions, concerned about the community’s well being,

concerned mainly about the public interest, and lack of bias.  The factors used to

assess television credibility were the same with the exception of “reporters are well

trained.”
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Sundar (1999) studied the criteria used by receivers when they were

processing both print newspaper and online newspaper content.  Sundar began with

21 criteria and found that four factors emerged after conducting a factor analysis:

credibility, liking, quality, and representativeness.  According to the study the

measures can be used to evaluate both print news and online news without any bias.

Credibility of Traditional vs. Online News Sources

Research on the credibility of traditional vs. online news sources to this point

has neither been consistent nor conclusive (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000).  A study by

Johnson and Kaye (1998) compared traditional and Internet sources in terms of

credibility.  In their study of how individuals use political information they found that

online media were judged by study participants as more credible than traditional news

vehicles.  They also found that online media publications were judged to be

“somewhat” credible.  In their study of online news credibility, Abdulla et al. (2005),

also found that online news was rated the highest in credibility.  This study attempted

to assess credibility across the different forms, namely newspapers, television, and

online, as well as across the different dimensions of credibility.  The authors found

that newspapers were rated high on being  current, up-to-date, and timely.

Newspapers were rated low in terms of bias and on reporting the whole story.

Television was rated high on being current, up-to-date, and timely, and low in terms

of bias and reporting the whole story.  Online news was rated high on being current,

up-to-date, and timely and lowest on bias and reporting the whole story.
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Flanagin and Metzger (2000), in their study of Internet information and

credibility found that newspapers, not the Internet, received the highest credibility

ratings.  In this study, it appeared that participants were judging online and on-air

sources separately.  For example, participants separately judged CNN on TV and

CNN online.

Impacts on Internet News Credibility

Although online news tends to be rated higher than its traditional counterparts

in some cases, Abdulla et al. (2005) says online credibility may be hurt, as compared

to newspaper and television credibility, because online news users may perceive a

lack of editorial oversight online:

Readers understand that editing and other forms of editorial screening occur in

newspaper and television newsrooms.   Whereas it is easy to find out who

publishes or edits a newspaper or holds the license and edits a television

newscast, it is sometimes much harder to determine who publishes a web site.

(p. 161)

One suggestion for combating this perception is to more effectively brand

online news.  For example a web site that is associated with an established traditional

news source, such as CNN, should make sure visitors to the CNN online site

understand that the online news is produced by CNN.  Sites that only offer online

news do not have this advantage.  A lack of editorial control on Internet news web

sites, makes it even more important for online news sites to make sure ties to

traditional news media are apparent to users (Abdulla et al., 2005).
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Gilster (1997) raises similar issues that can harm online news credibility.  He

points out that anyone can be an author.  Further, there is increased potential for error

or exploitation, since the consumer is also the editor.  Finally, no web sites include

explicit statements concerning editorial processes.

Does this lack of editorial oversight prompt people to verify online

information?  Flanagin and Metzger (2000) reported that participants in their study

verified online information only “rarely” to “occasionally.”  They found that people

were more likely to verify information if verification was easy to perform and

required their opinion, for example stating if something was current or complete.

When information is more difficult to verify or requires people to take additional

steps, like finding the qualifications or credentials of an author, they are less likely to

do it.  Information perceived by users to be more important to them is verified more

thoroughly.  They suggest that authors who wish to increase credibility may want to

implement tools that make it easy for the user to verify information.

Participatory journalism sites can also suffer from a crisis of confidence for

the same reasons mentioned above. According to Steve Outing (2006) at the Poynter

Institute, if participatory journalism sites are going to work, the creators of the

content on the site need to make sure the content is labeled appropriately:

“By Joe Jones, Chronicle staff reporter” and “By Sam Smith, Citizen

contributor” makes the difference between the two authors obvious.  The

former should offer some level of trust that what appears under Jones’ byline

is professionally reported and credible.  Smith’s content may indeed be just as

good and credible, but the reader must understand that the news organization
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does not accredit his content in the same way—and should take care in

trusting what’s been written.

According to a 2006 LexisNexis study, when people need information about

major events that impact their lives significantly they turn to traditional, as opposed to

emerging, media sources.  In this study traditional news sources were defined as

mainstream newspapers, magazines, television, and radio stations.  Emerging media

were defined as Internet-only publications, blogs, and podcasts.  Fifty percent of

those surveyed said they would turn to network news if they needed immediate

information.  Forty-two percent said they would turn to radio, 37% would turn to

daily local newspapers, 33% would turn to cable news or business networks, 25%

would go to Internet sites of print and broadcast media, and 6% would turn to Internet

user groups, blogs, and chat rooms.  According to the study 52% of people surveyed

said they will continue to trust and rely on traditional news sources.  Thirty-five

percent said they anticipate that in the future they will rely on traditional and

emerging media sources.  Thirteen percent expect that they will come to trust

emerging media more in the future.

Assessing Online Credibility

When it comes to assessing online credibility, studies show people have

trouble figuring out when and how it needs to be done (Amsbary & Powell, 2003;

Meola, 2004; Metzger et al., 2003; Scholz-Crane, 1998).  The issue of assessment is

important because there are currently no universal standards for posting online

information, and information on a web site can easily be changed (Fritch &
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Cromwell, 2001; Johnson & Kaye, 2000; Metzger, Flanagin, Eyal, Lemus, &

McCann, 2003; Rieh, 2002).  In addition, because information on the Internet is

transmitted in a similar way (via web sites) this creates a leveling of the playing field

in terms of author credibility, since all information can be accessed equally (Burbules,

1998).

Meola (2004) argues for a contextual method for assessing online credibility.

This model focuses on information outside the site being looked at (external

information) to help make the credibility assessment.  Meola says this allows the user

to understand the larger context in which the information is located.  He advocates

making peer and editorially reviewed resources available online. Users can also

compare information found on one web site to others.  Another way is corroboration,

or seeking out several sources to verify information.

Metzger (2005) recommends using credibility seal programs, credibility

ratings systems, directories, databases, or search engines, PICS (Platform for Internet

Content Selection) labels, digital signatures, and peer review to help users assess

credibility.

Media Use and Credibility

Many studies show that people tend to judge the source of news they use most

often as the most credible source for news (Bucy, 2003; Carter & Greenberg, 1965;

Flanagin & Metzger, 2000; Johnson & Kaye, 1998).  A study by Johnson and Kaye

(2004) supports this finding.  They looked at whether weblog users perceived

weblogs as credible when compared to traditional media.  They found that weblog
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users found blogs to be highly credible, even more credible than traditional media

outlets (traditional media outlets were rated as moderately credible).  In fact, reliance

on weblogs was the only strong predictor of weblog credibility.

The total amount of media consumed by people also appears to impact online

credibility ratings.  People who use the media heavily tend to judge the Internet as

highly credible (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000).  In a study of politically interested

Internet users Johnson and Kaye (2002) found that traditional media use was the best

predictor of online credibility.  They also found that the more a person uses the web

the less credible they found online newspapers to be.

However, Rimmer and Weaver (1987) found that the way questions about

media use are asked impacts a person’s credibility ratings of the particular medium in

question.  In their study of newspapers and television they did not find a strong

correlation between frequency of use of a particular medium and whether or not it is

considered credible.  In this study the authors used a three pronged approach to look

at media use:  a general level question about where people usually get their news; a

less general question about frequency of media use in terms of hours per day and days

per week; and the specific approach, where they asked which news media people used

yesterday.  The researchers say the specific approach tends to be the most reliable

measure of media use.  They found that the question about general use seemed to

measure how much a person likes a particular medium as opposed to how much he or

she uses it.  The authors warn that general preference measures should not be used to

support frequency of use claims about various media.
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Disposition to Trust and Credibility

Disposition to trust can also impact a person’s perception of credibility.

Disposition to trust is developed over time and is most often defined as the tendency

of a person to depend on or become vulnerable to other people (Rotter, 1971).

Disposition to trust has been studied in the context of e-commerce and has been found

to be especially important in the early stages of a relationship between a consumer

and an online vendor.  It is important in these early stages because consumers have

little information to draw upon to make judgments about the vendor (Mayer, Davis, &

Schoorman, 1995, McKnight, Cummings, & Chervany, 1998; McKnight, Kacmar, &

Choudhury, 2004).  Studies show that disposition to trust plays an essential role in

creating interpersonal trust in an online vendor (Gefen, 2000; McKnight, Choudhury,

& Kacmar, 2002).

Collins (2006) compared two web pages to see which would be perceived as

more credible.  One of the web pages listed a corporation as the source, the other

listed a highly qualified expert as the source.  While Collins didn’t find any difference

based on the source of the page, a difference was found when a person’s disposition

to trust was taken into account.  According to the study people who consider

themselves more trusting are more likely to find information credible than those who

consider themselves less trusting.
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Demographics and Credibility

There appears to be a difference in the way men and women perceive

credibility in the online world. In a study of online credibility Flanagin and Metzger

(2003) found that men tend to rate sites as being more credible than women do.

However, in studying computer credibility, Fogg et al. (2001) found that men tended

to answer credibility questions more negatively than women. They found no

difference between those who were more experienced on the web as compared to

those who were less experienced.

There appear to be differences when the age of the person is taken into

consideration and his or her perception of credibility is measured.  Bucy (2003) found

younger people thought TV news and Internet news to be more credible than older

people did.  In considering the design of the site, Fogg et al. (2003) found younger

people were more critical if a site’s content was amateurish.  They also found that

older people reacted more positively to a web site that had markers of expertise and

trustworthiness, and sites that showed some sort of tailoring.

Quotes and Credibility

Sundar (1996) studied the impact of quotes on perceptions of credibility of

online news stories.  Participants read a national, international, local, business, sports,

and entertainment story.  Sundar found the stories that contained quotes were

perceived as more credible than those without quotes.  He also found that the fact that

the stories were written without quotes didn’t affect how the participants liked online

news, or their perception of the newsworthiness of online news.
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Local vs. National vs. International News and Credibility

There is a difference in how people perceive local, national, and international

news. People tend to trust newspapers more than TV when the news being covered is

local (Gaziano & McGrath, 1986).  Another study found that newspaper readers and

television news watchers preferred local/national news, whereas Internet news users

preferred national/international news (Abdulla et al., 2005).

Weblogs, Wikis, and Credibility

To date there have been very few studies done on the perceived credibility of

blogs.  Johnson and Kaye (2004) looked at whether or not weblog users perceived

weblogs as more or less credible than traditional media.  They found that weblog

users found blogs to be highly credible, even more credible than traditional media

outlets (which they rated as “moderately” credible).  Weblog users rated blogs higher

on depth of information than they did on fairness.  Reliance on weblogs was the only

strong predictor of weblog credibility.

There has also been little work in the area of wikis and credibility.  In a study

by Lih (2004) the researcher attempted to establish a set of metrics for evaluating the

quality of articles on Wikipedia’s web site.  The researcher found that the more edits

that are made to a page, the more credible it is.
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Hyperlinks and Trust Transfer

Stewart and Zhang (2003) looked at how hypertext links impact the transfer of

trust from one organization to another on the web.  They found that for unknown

organizations, links from that organization to a known organization, or links to the

unknown organization from a known organization, had a positive impact on trust.

For known organizations, links to or from unknown organizations hurt the known

organizations’ trust.

Recommendation and Reputation Tools

Recommendation and reputation systems have gained popularity online

particularly on e-commerce sites.  Reputation systems can help people online decide

who to trust and who not to trust by collecting, distributing, and aggregating feedback

about how people have acted online in the past.  A reputation system that works well

must have the following qualities:  entries that encourage future interaction, gathering

and distributing feedback concerning interactions that are taking place, and trust

decisions guided by feedback.  There are some issues surrounding both

recommendation and reputation systems.  One is how to provide incentives to keep

people posting feedback, and another is the issue of privacy.  While it may be nice to

have a lot of detailed information about a person, this may raise privacy concerns

(Resnick et al., 2000).

According to Gillmor (2004) useful recommendation and reputation tools are

needed:
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We need better recommendation and reputation tools, software that lets us

traverse the Web using recommendations from trusted friends and friends of

friends. We’ll be figuring this out in the next few years, and I’m confident

we’ll get better and better at it.

Evaluating the Models

For this study the model that was most relevant was the Elaboration

Likelihood Model (ELM).  Since participants did not choose the material they read in

this study, it appears they processed the information via the peripheral route, relying

more heavily on peripheral cues, like the pictures of the writers, and the presence of

the hyperlinks, than the actual content of the articles.  This helps to explain why the

pictures of the writers, which were visual cues, were so important in participants’

decisions as to whether they found the stories to be credible.  This also helps to

explain why it was the mere presence of hyperlinks, not the actual clicking on of the

hyperlinks, that improved the perceived credibility of the stories.  It is important to

note just how important these visual cues are to users.

Several studies make a distinction between message and structural features on

web sites (Fogg, 1999; Hong, 2006; Olaisen, 1990; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).  In this

study both the structural and message features came into play, however only the

message features were tested.  According to the study these message features do have

an impact on story credibility.  The hyperlinks in the articles and the information

about the writer caused an increase in credibility.  However, it could be that the

structural features, like the domain name and design of the site, played a role in the
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overall credibility rating given to the web site.  One question this raises is the

distinction between message and structural features, in other words are there times

when a structural feature, in essence, becomes a message feature?  One could argue

that a hyperlink is both a structure feature (because the text looks different in the

story), and a message feature (because if the user clicks on it he or she gets additional

information).  If this distinction continues to be made between structural and message

features, a clearer definition of each needs to emerge.

Newhagen and Nass (1989) point out that the channel through which a

message is transmitted impacts credibility.  In this study the stories were viewed on

the Internet.  Whereas, Newhagen and Nass point out that television is primarily

viewed as an entertainment source (and this hurts credibility), it is unclear at this

point whether or not the Internet is viewed as an information or an entertainment

source.  It was unclear from this study whether the Internet was viewed as an

entertainment source, this would be an interesting area for future research.

According to Wilson (1983) it is up to the person evaluating the information

to decide whether or not the person providing the information has authority and is

credible.  He argues that this is often determined by looking at the credentials or

occupational specialization of the person providing the information.  In this study,

participants were able to look at additional information about the writer, which

resulted in an increase in cognitive authority, which in turn lead to higher ratings of

perceived credibility for the stories.  It should be noted, that unlike other professions,

no official credentials or licensing is needed to be a journalist, which in turn creates a

low boundary for entry (Zelizer, 1993).  This means that providing any information
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about the writer can create, in essence, “instant credibility.”  This may also mean that

reader expectations, in terms of what is needed to be considered “credible” on a

participatory journalism web site, are lower than they might be for other types of web

sites trying to establish credibility, such as medical or law web sites.  It is this low

boundary of entry that makes journalism, and in this specific case participatory

journalism, special.

Previous studies (Fogg, 2002a; Fogg, et al., 2001; Fogg & Marshall, 2001;

Fogg & Tseng, 1999) show that providing information about the author of online

information, as well as a picture, can enhance the perceived credibility of the site.

Studies (Fogg, 2002a; Stewart & Zhang, 2003) also show that providing hyperlinks to

the reader of online information can enhance perceived site credibility.  This study

examined whether the previously mentioned markers of credibility, enhance the

perceived credibility of stories on the participatory journalism web site

OhmyNews.com.  What follows in the next section is a description of the methods

used to conduct this experiment.
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CHAPTER 3:  METHODOLOGY

Participants

The participants in the study included 120 undergraduate students enrolled at

Elizabethtown College.  Eighty-two females (68%) and 38 males (32%) took part in

the study.  There are more females (1295) than males (696) on the Elizabethtown

College campus, and this ratio of males to females reflects that distribution.  The

students were between the ages of 18 and 23, with a mean age of 20.  In terms of year

in school, 38% were Seniors, 21% were Juniors, 22% were Sophomores, and 18%

were Freshmen.

The participants were highly experienced in using the web.  Web experience

was calculated by adding together participants’ scores on three questions (See

Appendix A).  All responses were measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale.  The

participants’ total mean score on the questions was 18.21, SD=1.85, out of a possible

21 points.  Although the participants reported being highly experienced in using the

web, participants reported very rarely participating in online content creation (See

Table 1).
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Table 1

Questions About Online Content Creation

Question M SD N

Create or Work on Online Journal/Weblog 2.0 1.56 120

Work on Own Web Page 2.38 1.52 120

Sharing Something Online Created Themselves 3.83 1.84 120

When it came to awareness about citizen journalism, prior to this study 28%

of participants reported hearing about citizen journalism, 72% said they had not.

However, even though some subjects expressed awareness of the sites, as a group,

participants reported never visiting a citizen journalism site (M=1.44, SD=.924) and

never contributing content to a citizen journalism site (M = 1.08, SD = .392).

All participants were paid $15.00 for completing the study.

Materials

This study was conducted in a computer lab, and each participant was

assigned to an individual computer.  Three news stories from the participatory

journalism site OhmyNews.com, and questionnaires were used.  The questionnaires

were presented to participants electronically.

Questionnaires

All participants answered questions about the perceived credibility of the

stories they read.  Perceived story credibility was assessed using a validated 5-item
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Perceived Credibility scale that measured the constructs of believability, accuracy,

trustworthiness, bias, and completeness.  These are the same constructs that have

been used in a number of previous studies (Abdulla et al., 2005; Bucy, 2003; Flanagin

& Metzger, 2000; Flanagin & Metzger, 2003; Gaziano & McGrath, 1986; Johnson &

Kaye, 1998; Johnson & Kaye, 2004; Meyer, 1988; Newhagen & Nass, 1989) to

measure credibility.  Responses to the questions were measured using a 7-point Likert

scale.  See Appendix A for the exact questions used. Flanagin and Metzger (2003)

report a Cronbach’s Alpha of .84 for this scale.  The standardized Chronbach’s Item

Alpha for this study was .806.

The participants’ engagement in the story was assessed using a validated Issue

Salience scale that consisted of four items (Flanagin & Metzger, 2003).  The

constructs of relevance, interest, enjoyment, and importance were measured using a

7-point Likert scale. See Appendix A for the questions used.  Issue salience is

important to measure, since it has been shown in previous studies to impact

credibility ratings (Flanagin & Metzger, 2003; Gunther, 1992; Petty & Cacioppo,

1981; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981). Flanagin and Metzger (2003) report a

Chronbach’s Alpha of .76 for this scale.  In this study a Chronbach’s alpha of .845

was attained.

Perceived site credibility was measured using a validated Site Credibility scale

that included six questions about the trustworthiness, believability, reliability,

authoritativeness, honesty, and bias of the web site as a whole (Flanagin & Metzger,

2003).  See Appendix A for the questions used in the scale.  Flanagin and Metzger
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(2003) report a Chronbach’s Alpha of .82.  In this study a Chronbach’s alpha of .856

was attained.

Perceived sponsor credibility was assessed using a validated 5-item Sponsor

Credibility scale that included questions about credibility, integrity, reputation,

successfulness, and trustworthiness (Flanagin & Metzger, 2003). See Appendix A for

the questions used in the scale. Sponsor credibility is defined as the perceived

credibility of the person responsible for the site (Flanagin & Metzger, 2003). Flanagin

and Metzger (2003) used this scale to assess the credibility of a single sponsor.  The

researcher changed the questions slightly for this study because there was more than

one sponsor of the OhmyNews.com web site.  A Chronbach’s alpha of .81 was

attained for their study.  In this study Chronbach’s alpha = .870.

Internet experience was assessed using a validated 3-item Internet Experience

scale that assessed participants web use (Flanagin & Metzger, 2003).  See Appendix

A for the questions used.  Flanagin and Metzter (2003) report a Chronbach’s Alpha of

.89. For this study a Chronbach’s alpha of .713 was found.  It should be noted that if

the first question about how often a participant reported using the Internet/Web is

removed from the analysis, the Chronbach’s Alpha increases to .790.

A 3-item validated Propensity to Trust scale was used to assess a participant’s

trusting nature, just as it has been in previous studies (McKnight, Choudhury, &

Kacmar, 2002; McKnight, Kacmar, & Choudhury, 2004).  See Appendix A for the

questions. These items were measured on a 7-point Likert scale.  McKnight, Kacmar,

and Choudhury (2004) found a Chronbach’s Alpha of .88 for these measures.

Disposition to trust develops over a lifetime and is most often defined as the tendency
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of a person to depend on or become vulnerable to other people (Rotter, 1971).

Disposition to trust has been studied in the context of e-commerce and has been found

to be especially important in the early stages of a relationship between a consumer

and an online vendor because consumers have little information to draw upon to

make judgments about the vendor (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; McKnight,

Cummings, and Chervany, 1998; McKnight, Kacmar, & Choudhury, 2004).  Studies

show that disposition to trust plays an essential part in creating interpersonal trust in

an online vendor (Gefen, 2000; McKnight, Choudhury, & Kacmar, 2002).  Another

study found a correlation between disposition to trust and how credible participants

found a web page to be (Collins, 2006).  Since participatory journalism is still

relatively new, and many people have not been exposed to these sites, a person’s

disposition to trust could play a role in his or her credibility ratings of the news

articles.  For this study the Chronbach’s alpha was .867.

After reading each story the participants answered three comprehension

questions about the stories they read.  Multiple choice comprehension questions are

often used in media research to gauge the recall of information from news stories

(Josephson & Holmes, 2006; Lai, Cheng, Green, & Tsimhoni, 2001; Lai, Wood, &

Considine, 2000).  The first comprehension question aimed to assess whether the

participant understood the overall theme of the story.  They were presented with five

choices, including an “I don’t know what this story was about” option.   The other

two questions were more specific in nature, asking participants to recall details from

the stories.  All of the questions were based on responses given on pilot studies where

participants were asked to summarize the stories in their own words and jot down the
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things they remembered from the stories.  Based on those responses, the researcher

formulated the comprehension questions.  For a look at the questions used for each

story see Appendix B.

In order to assess some of the activities participants do online they were asked

if they have ever created or worked on their own online journal or weblog, created a

webpage, and shared something online (artwork, photos, stories, videos).  These

questions were taken from a Pew (2006) study of online news.  Participants were also

asked about their exposure to participatory journalism.  For the specific questions

used see Appendix C.

In addition to collecting information from participants using questionnaires,

information was also collected using a commercially available software program

called statcounter.com.  Using this program, the researcher was able to collect

information concerning how long participants took to read each story, and which

hyperlinks participants clicked on in each story.  Information collected on the

participants’ movements during the study is being kept on a secure, password

protected, server.  Only the researcher has access to this information.  While

participants were told that their computers might be monitored during the study, they

were unaware that this information was being collected.

Articles

The articles were chosen by the researcher from the participatory journalism

site OhmyNews.com.  See Appendix D for the stories used.  Permission to use stories

was obtained from Hong Eun-taek, Editor-in-Chief, of OhmyNews.com International.
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Each of the three stories fell into one of the following categories: hard news, feature,

and sports.  These three types of stories are representative of the different categories

commonly reflected in news coverage on participatory journalism web sites.   These

categories were intentionally broad and large in scope as to get credibility ratings for

different types of stories.  Failure to select a broad range of stories could have

resulted in problems.  For example, if only sports stories were used, participants who

do not care about sports may not have read the stories carefully, thereby affecting

their credibility ratings.  Conversely, if participants familiar with sports took part in

the study, they may have felt they knew everything about the subject and may have

made credibility judgments based upon prior knowledge.  The use of different types

of stories in this study sought to minimize these effects.

All of the articles used in the study were by “Featured Writers” on the

OhmyNews.com web site.  According to the site, “Featured Writers” write at least

three stories a month for the site and are deemed to be “solidly consistent” in their

writing by the editors (OhmyNews.com).  Each “Featured Writer” has a picture of

him or herself on the site along with a short biography.  See Appendix E for a look at

the writer information used in the study.  The researcher chose stories by these

“Featured Writers” because the information needed for the study was readily

available (stories, pictures of the writers, biographies of the writers, and hyperlinks).

While it may be argued that the stories written by these “Featured Writers” are

stronger than other stories on the site, they are, none-the-less, examples of

participatory journalism.  All of the articles used in the study were written by white

males.  The gender and race were kept consistent as to not introduce additional
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variables into the study. None of the writers, in their biographies, listed that they were

professional journalists.  This is important because most of the writers on

participatory journalism sites are not professional journalists.  All of the articles

contained hyperlinks. None of the stories in the study had any glaring grammatical

errors and were understandable.  They were deemed by the researcher to neither be

outstanding nor terrible examples of journalism.

The hard news story used in the study was called, “Police Charge 14 in WTO

Protests, 944 Released” by David Kootnikoff.  It is a story about police arresting

farmers who protested at the World Trade Organization (WTO) conference in Hong

Kong in December of 2005.  The story was chosen because it met all of the

qualifications listed above.  In addition, the story was about an issue people may have

heard about (WTO conference) but may not know a lot about.

The feature story used in the study was called, “The Best Films of All Time”

by Todd Kipp.  This story was about lists of the best movies ever made, who makes

the decisions to put the movies on the list, and how the decisions are made.  The story

was chosen because it met all of the qualifications listed above.  Also, the story was

neutral in nature, in other words it did not provoke any immediate reactions, either

positive or negative, from participants based on the topic.  It was chosen as the

feature story because it did not have timeliness as one of its qualities.  Timeliness is

one of the main qualities that distinguishes hard news from feature stories.

The sports story that was used was called, “Brazil Spikes U.S. in Beach

Volleyball Action” by Rick Capone.  This story was about a beach volleyball match

between the United States and Brazil that took place in May of 2006.  Brazil came out
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on top to win the event.  This story was also chosen because it met the criteria listed

above.  It was also a story that the researcher thought people may not know much

about, and that participants probably would not have an immediate reaction to,

positive or negative.

Each of the three stories were captured electronically using Paparazzi!, a

program that essentially takes a picture of  each page of a web site.  Electronic copies

were made of each of the stories, the writer information and picture, as well as each

of the pages the stories linked to through hyperlinks.  Using Photoshop, the writer

information and picture were inserted at the bottom of the story pages for the groups

who saw that information.  Also using Photoshop the hyperlinks were made inactive

and changed to match the text of the rest of the document for the groups that did not

see the hyperlinks.  Once all of the pages were copied, and the changes listed above

were made, Adobe Go Live CS was used to create a web site for the study.  Only the

hyperlinks in the stories were made active.  All other hyperlinks on the page were

deactivated.  If a participant clicked on an inactive hyperlink during the study nothing

happened.

Procedures

As participants entered the study area they were asked which medium they use

as their primary source for news (Internet, newspaper, radio, or television).  If they

answered “Internet” they were asked from which site they typically get their news.

Based on their answers to these questions participants were handed an index card

with a color and number on it.  The color and number indicated their group
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designation.  Participants assigned to the Green group saw the story only.  Those in

the Red group saw the story and the writer information.  Those in the Yellow group

saw the story with active hyperlinks, and those in the Blue group saw the story and

the writer information, as well as active hyperlinks.  See Table 2.

Table 2

Group Designations

Group What Participants Saw

Green Story Only

Red Story + Writer Information

Yellow Story + Hyperlinks

Blue Story + Writer Information + Hyperlinks

Stories were presented in counterbalanced order to all groups.  Participants

were not told why they were put into a particular group.  The researcher took care to

make sure people with similar news preferences were equally distributed into the

groups (this was done because studies indicate that people tend to find the media they

use most often are the most credible).

Once seated at their computers, participants were directed to turn their

attention to the computer screen where they were greeted by a short explanation of

the study.  The researcher then asked the participants to look at the index card they

were handed and click on the link on the welcome page that corresponded to what

was written on their index card.  For example, if a participant was given an index card
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that read “Blue 1” they clicked on the corresponding link.  See Appendix F for a look

at the welcome page used in the study.

Participants assigned to the groups each read the three stories chosen by the

researcher prior to the experiment.  After they read each story they followed a

hyperlink at the bottom of the page to fill out an online questionnaire designed to

measure attitudes about perceived credibility of the story, and their comprehension of

the story.  See Appendix G for the questionnaires.  This was repeated for all three

stories. Participants were allowed to take as long as they wanted to read each story.

After the questionnaires for all three stories were filled out, participants answered

some questions concerning demographic information, news habits, use of technology,

propensity to trust, and overall impressions of the web site.  For a look at the

questions on this final survey, see Appendix H.
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CHAPTER 4:  RESULTS

The questionnaires in the study were analyzed to determine if providing

additional information in the form of hyperlinks, and/or information about the writer,

impacts perceived credibility.  Including this information does indeed increase the

perceived credibility of the stories, in particular for hard news stories.  Study results

also point to the importance of the picture of the writer.  The more positively

participants rated the picture of the writer, the more credible they rated the story he

had written.  A number of variables were measured in the study using a number of

different scales.  Many relationships were found in the data, not just in terms of

perceived credibility, but also other factors, like story engagement, Internet

experience, and propensity to trust.

Throughout this section non-parametric statistics, such as the Mann-Whitney

U, and the Spearman rank correlation coefficient were used to analyze the data. These

tests were chosen because of the ordered nature of the data in this study.  Also, after

performing a histogram on the data, it was found that the data were not normally

distributed, which also pointed to the use of non-parametric statistics.  There were

also a number of tests for correlations performed, and much of the time, the data used

for these correlations was ordinal (Likert 7-point scale), not interval in nature.

Studies show that using correlation, as well as regression techniques on ordinal data,

especially when the data is measured on a scale that contains five or more points,

does not appear to greatly impact Type I and Type II errors (Jaccard & Wan, 1996;

Kim, 1975; Labovitz, 1970).   All scales used in this study had seven points, therefore
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correlation and regression tests were performed.  It should also be noted that a

significance level of .05 is used for all analysis.

For the sake of clarity, throughout this section, as well as throughout the

“Discussion Section”, certain group designations will be used to distinguish the

groups from one another.  The group that saw just the story will be referred to as the

“story only” group.  The group that saw the story and the writer information will be

referred to as the “story+writer information” group.  The group that saw the story and

the hyperlinks will be referred to as the “story+hyperlinks” group.  The group that

saw the story, plus both the writer information and the hyperlinks will be referred to

as the “story+both” group.

What follows are the results of the study, beginning with a look at the validity

of the scales used, followed by an examination of the participant’s self-reported

propensity to trust, and a look at how the presence or absence of writer information

and/or hyperlinks impacts perceived credibility.  This section ends with a look at

demographic factors such as the age and gender of the participants, as well as their

media usage.

Validity and Reliability

Six different validated scales were used in the study to assess a number of

constructs that included; perceived credibility, story engagement, site credibility,

sponsor credibility, web experience, and propensity to trust.  For a complete

explanation of the scales used refer to the “Methodology” section.  High Chronbach’s

alphas suggest the scales were reliable (See Table 3).  A detailed list of questions that
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comprised each of the scales can be found in Appendix A.  All but one of the scales

had a reliability of .8 or higher, which falls within accepted bounds (Cohen & Cohen,

1983; Nunnally, 1978).  The web experience scale was lower with a Chronbach’s

alpha of .713.

Table 3

Scales Used and Chronbach’s Alphas

Scale α

Perceived Credibility .806

Engagement .845

Site Credibility .856

Sponsor Credibility .870

Web Experience .713

Propensity to Trust .867

Propensity to Trust

The participants’ propensity to trust was measured using the propensity to

trust scale (see Appendix A for questions). A person’s disposition to trust develops

over many years, and, when studied in the context of e-commerce has been shown to

be a determining factor as to whether or not people choose to place their trust in on-

line vendors (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; McKnight, Cummings, and

Chervany, 1998; McKnight, Kachmar, & Choudhury, 2004).  The means and standard



64

deviations for the groups are shown in Table 4.  The results of the Mann-Whitney U

test are shown are shown in Table 5.

Table 4

Means and Standard Deviations for Propensity to Trust for Each Group

Group M SD n

Story Only 14.43 3.44 60

Story + Writer Info. 15.43 3.27 60

Story + Links 15.20 2.68 60

Story + Both 15.38 3.41 60

Table 5

Mann-Whitney U for Propensity to Trust As Compared to the “Story Only” Group

Group U p

Story + Writer Info. 380.500 .300

Story + Links 362.000 .186

Story + Both 327.000 .097

Note.  The table represents pair-wise comparisons between the group that saw the story only and the

other groups listed in the table.

 A positive relationship was found between participants’ propensity to trust

and how credible they rated each of the stories using the Spearman rank correlation

coefficient test (rs = .197, p < .032).  Propensity to trust was found to be a significant,
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although weak, predictor of story credibility scores, F(1, 119) = 10.19, β = .283, R2  =

.080, p < .002.

Perceived Credibility

Perceived Story Credibility

The results from the questionnaires filled out by all of the groups were

analyzed to determine whether the perceived credibility of the story changed

depending on the information provided to the participants.  That information included

the presence of information about the writer, hyperlinks, and both the information

about the writer and the hyperlinks.

The change in perceived story credibility was calculated using the Mann-

Whitney U test.  Each group was compared to the group that saw the story only

(control group).  In each case the group that saw the additional information, whether

it was in the form of hyperlinks or the writer information, rated the story higher in

perceived credibility than those who saw the story only.  The results were significant

for the story+writer information group, and the story+both group.  See Table 6 for the

means and standard deviations for each group.  See Table 7 for the results of the

Mann-Whitney U test.
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Table 6

Perceived Story Credibility Means and Standard Deviations for Each Group

Group M SD n

Story Only 71.33 13.02 60

Story + Writer Info. 78.37 11.02 60

Story + Links 76.90 9.18 60

Story + Both 79.80 10.96 60

Table 7

Mann-Whitney U for Perceived Story Credibility

Group U p

Story + Writer Info. 302.500 .029*

Story + Links 320.00 .054

Story + Both 254.500 .004*

Note.  The table represents pair-wise comparisons between the group that saw the story only and the

other groups listed in the table.  An asterisk indicates a significant difference at the .05 level.

Story Type and Perceived Credibility

The mean perceived credibility for the stories, when analyzed according to

story type (hard news, feature, and sports), was lowest for the story only group

regardless of story type.  Perceived story credibility increased across all story types as

additional information, in the form of hyperlinks and writer information, was

introduced.  See Figure 3.
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Figure 3.  Perceived Credibility for Groups By Types of Stories
Perceived Credibility for Groups
By Types of Stories
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Note.  Perceived credibility for the story only group is lowest regardless of story type.  Perceived

credibility increases when additional information is introduced.

The increase in perceived credibility from the story only group as compared to

the other groups, while higher, was not always significant for all story types.  What

follows is a detailed look at each group and each story type.

The Mann-Whitney U test was used to examine the differences between the

groups.  When the group that saw the story only was compared to the story+both

group, the results were significant for the hard news story, and the sports story.  See

Table 8 for the means and standard deviations for each group.  See Table 9 for the

results of the Mann-Whitney U.
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Table 8

Means and Standard Deviations for the Story Only and the Story +Both Groups

Groups Story Only
M

Story Only
SD

Story +
Both M

Story + Both
SD

n

Hard News 19.93 5.24 22.97 5.86 60

Sports 27.37 5.60 30.27 4.58 60

Feature 24.03 5.47 26.57 4.98 60

Table 9

Mann-Whitney U for Story Type and the Story+Both Group

Story Type U p

Hard News 292.50 .020*

Sports 288.00 .016*

Feature 338.50 .098

Note.  The table represents a pair-wise comparison between the group that saw the story only and the

story+both group. An asterisk indicates a significant difference at the .05 level.

When the story only group was compared to the story+writer information

group using the Mann-Whitney U test, participants who read the hard news story and

were presented with information about the writer ranked the story significantly higher

in perceived credibility than those who saw the story only. Table 10 shows the means

and standard deviations for the story only and story+writer information groups.  See

Table 11 for the results of the Mann-Whitney U test.
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Table 10

Means and Standard Deviations for Story Type for the Story Only and the

Story+Writer Information Groups

Groups Story Only
M

Story Only
SD

Story +
Writer Info.

M

Story +
Writer Info

SD

n

Hard News 19.93 5.24 23.07 3.87 60

Sports 27.37 5.60 29.17 3.86 60

Feature 24.03 5.47 26.13 4.28 60

Table 11

Mann-Whitney U for Story Type and Story+Writer Information Group

Story Type U p

Hard News 305.00 .03*

Sports 372.00 .247

Feature 371.00 .241

Note.  The table represents a pair-wise comparison between the group that saw the story only and the

story+writer information group. An asterisk indicates a significant difference at the .05 level.

When the group that saw the story only was compared to the group that saw

the story+links using the Mann-Whitney U test, again there was a significant

difference for those who read the hard news story.  Those in the story+links group

rated the hard news story higher in perceived credibility than those in the story only
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group.  See Table 12 for the means and standard deviations, and Table 13 for the

results of the Mann-Whitney U.

Table 12

Means and Standard Deviations for the Story Only and the Story+Links Groups

Groups Story Only
M

Story Only
SD

Story +
Links M

Story +
Links SD

n

Hard News 19.93 5.24 22.30 4.35 60

Sports 27.37 5.60 28.33 4.10 60

Feature 24.03 5.47 26.27 5.44 60

Table 13

Mann-Whitney U for Story Type and Story+Links Group

Story Type U p

Hard News 315.50 .046*

Sports 419.00 .645

Feature 340.50 .104

Note.  The table represents a pair-wise comparison between the group that saw the story only and the

story+links group. An asterisk indicates a significant difference at the .05 level.

Writer Information

The following sections examine the importance of the writer information on

perceived credibility, beginning with a look at some descriptive statistics about the
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questions participants answered, followed by the role the picture of the writer, and the

written information about the writer played in participants’ credibility perceptions.

Participants in the story+writer information, and story+both groups answered

three questions about the writer’s information presented in the study.  These questions

included whether participants found the written information about the writer helpful,

whether they found the picture helpful, and whether the writer looked credible (see

Appendix I for the questions).  All responses were measured using a 7-point Likert

scale.  See Table 14 for a list of means and standard deviations for the writer

information questions for participants in the story+writer information and the

story+both groups.

Table 14

Means and Standard Deviations for Questions About the Writer Information for the

Story+Writer Information and the Story+Both Groups

Question M SD n

Written Writer Info. Helpful 13.43 3.62 60

Picture Helpful 9.10 4.14 60

Writer Look Credible 12.48 3.22 60

Writer’s Picture

A positive relationship was found as to whether participants thought the writer

in the picture looked credible and several other variables (for a summary of the

significant correlations found see Table 15).
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Table 15

Significant Positive Correlations for Whether on Not the Writer in the Picture Looked

Credible for the Story+Writer Information and the Story+Both Groups

Variable rs R2 p n

Story Credibility .474 .232 .000* 60

Sponsor Credibility .263 -- .042* 60

Story Engagement .333 .112 .009* 60

Note.  There is no R2 value listed for sponsor credibility because the linear regression was not

significant. An asterisk indicates a significant correlation at the .05 level.

There was a significant positive relationship found between whether or not

participants thought the writer in the picture looked credible and whether or not they

perceived the story to be credible (rs = .474, p = .000).  Linear regression indicated

that the independent variable (whether or not the writer looked credible) was a

predictor of story credibility (dependent variable), F(1, 58) = 17.48, β = .481, R2  =

.232, p = .000. See Figure 4.
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Figure 4.  Linear Regression for How Credible the Writer Looked and Perceived

Story Credibility.Linear Regression for How Credible the Writer Looked
and Perceived Story Credibility

Linear  Regression
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A significant positive relationship was also found between how credible the

writer looked, and the perceived credibility of each of the different story types; hard

news (rs = .419, p < .001), sports (rs = .391, p < .002), and feature (rs = .323, p <

.012).

A significant positive relationship was also found between how credible the

writer looked and how positively participants rated the sponsor credibility of the site

(rs = .263, p < .042); and how engaged they reported being in the story.
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There was also a significant positive relationship between how engaged

participants reported being in the story and how credible they rated the writer’s

picture (rs = .333, p < .009).  Linear regression showed there is a predictive

relationship between the independent variable (writer’s picture) and the dependent

variable (story engagement), F(1, 58) = 7.34, β = .335, R2  = .112, p < .009 (See

Figure 5).

Figure 5.  Linear Regression for How Credible the Writer Looked and Story

EngagementLinear Regression for How Credible the
Writer Looked and Story Engagement
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A multiple regression analysis was performed to see which of the three

questions about the writer accounted for the largest amount of variance.  The three

questions were the independent variables.  It was found that the picture of the writer

accounted for the most variance, F(1, 58) = 6.61, β = .504, R2  = .261, p = .000.
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Writer’s Background Information

The question about whether the information on the writer’s background was

helpful in determining the credibility of the story was analyzed to determine if any

significant relationships existed; several were found.  First, there was a significant

positive relationship found between the helpfulness of the writer’s background

(independent variable) and the perceived credibility of the story (dependent variable),

rs = .281, p < .030.  Linear regression showed there was a predictive relationship, F(1,

58) = 4.97, β = .281, R2  = .079, p < .03.  Second, a significant positive relationship

was found for the comprehension of the story (independent variable), rs = .289, p <

.025.  Linear regression showed a positive relationship exists, F(1, 58) = 7.16, β =

.161, R2  = .110, p < .01.  Third, a significant positive relationship was found for the

participant’s story engagement (independent variable), rs = .305, p < .018.  A linear

regression was conducted, F(1, 58) = 5.93, β = .804, R2  = .093, p < .018.  See Table

16.

Table 16

Significant Correlations for Whether the Written Writer Information Was Helpful

Variable rs R2 p n

Story Credibility .281 .079 .03* 60

Story Comprehension .289 .110 .01* 60

Story Engagement .305 .093 .018* 60

Note. An asterisk indicates a significant correlation at the .05 level.
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Hyperlink Questions

The previous sections explored the impact the writer information had on

perceived credibility, the following sections address how the hyperlinks in the stories

impacted perceived credibility.

Participants in the story+links, and the story+both groups answered three

questions about the hyperlinks presented in the stories.  These questions included

whether or not the links made the story seem credible, whether or not the links were

helpful, and whether or not the links enhanced the credibility of the story (see

Appendix J for the specific questions used).  Participants in the two groups answered

the first question; only those who clicked on the hyperlinks answered the other two

questions.

Participants who had hyperlinks in their stories reported that they somewhat

enhanced the credibility of the story. Those who clicked on the hyperlinks found them

to be somewhat helpful in determining the credibility of the story.  Those who clicked

on the hyperlinks found that the hyperlinks enhanced the credibility of the story

somewhat.  See Table 17 for the means and standard deviations of the hyperlink

questions.
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Table 17

Hyperlink Questions and Responses from the Story+Links and Story+Both Groups

Question M SD n

Links Made Story Seem Credible 12.07 4.29 60

Links Helpful 14.00 3.16 19

Links Enhanced Credibility 13.00 2.65 19

Note.  The mean score is out of 21 possible points.

Hyperlink Questions Relationships

There were several significant positive relationships between the question that

asked participants about the mere presence of hyperlinks and whether or not the story

seemed credible, and several other variables in the study (See Table 18).  For

example, there was a significant positive correlation between the question about the

presence of hyperlinks and the perceived credibility of the stories (rs =  .335, p <

.009).  A linear regression was performed, where the presence of hyperlinks was the

independent variable, and story credibility was the dependent variable, F(1, 59) =

6.89, β=.326, R2 = .106, p < .011.

A significant positive relationship was found between the question about the

presence of the hyperlinks and how engaged the participants reported being in the

stories (rs = .383, p < .003). A linear regression was performed with presence of

hyperlinks as the independent variable, and participant engagement as the dependent

variable, F(1, 59) = 11.68, β = .409, R2  = .168, p < .001.
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There were also significant positive correlations between the question about

the mere presence of hyperlinks (independent variable), and the amount of time

participants spent reading the stories (rs = .258, p < .047), F(1, 59) = 4.53, β = .269,

R2  = .072, p < .038;  how credible they thought the site was (rs = .381, p < .003), F(1,

59) = 9.86, β = .384, R2  = .148, p < .003; and how credible they thought the people

responsible for the site were (rs = .484, p = .000), F(1, 59) = 19.76, β = .504, R2 =

.254, p = .000.

Table 18

Significant Positive Correlations for Presence of Hyperlinks Summary Table

Variable rs R2 p n

Sponsor Credibility .484 .254 .000* 60

Engagement .383 .168 .001* 60

Site Credibility .381 .148 .003* 60

Story Credibility .335 .106 .011* 60

Time Spent Reading .258 .072 .038* 60

Note.  An asterisk indicates a significant correlation at the .05 level.

The other two questions (whether or not the links were helpful in determining

the story credibility, and whether or not the links enhanced the story credibility) that

were answered just by those who clicked on the hyperlinks yielded no significant

relationships with the other variables in the study.
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Hyperlinks Clicked

Participants in the story+links and the story+both groups were presented with

17 total possible links to click on in the stories during the study.  The mean total

number of links they chose to click on was .93.  The fewest number of links clicked

on in the study by the participants was zero; the greatest number clicked on by the

participants was 10 out of a possible 17 total.  Nineteen participants (31% out of 60

total), who had the option of clicking on hyperlinks in the stories, chose to click on

them.  However, most participants (68%) chose not to click on any hyperlinks in any

of the stories at all.  Figure 6 shows the distribution of hyperlinks clicked on by

participants.

Figure 6.  Hyperlinks Clicked and Number of Participants
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Hyperlinks Clicked and Story Type

In terms of story type and hyperlinks clicked, the mean number of links

clicked on was greatest for the sports story.  There were six links, and the mean

number clicked was .42; 82% of participants did not click on any hyperlinks in the

sports story.  There were seven links in the feature story participants could click on,

the mean number clicked was .18; 93% of participants did not click on any hyperlinks

in the feature story, and the mean number of links clicked on in the hard news story

was .33 out of four total links presented to the participant; 83% of participants did not

click on any hyperlinks in the hard news story. See Figure 7.

Figure 7.  Mean Links Clicked and Story Type
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Overall Story Engagement

The following sections examine results from questions participants answered

about how engaged they were in the stories they were reading.  Story engagement

between the different groups in the study will be examined first, followed by a look at

story engagement by type of story presented.

The participants’ level of engagement in the stories was measured to see

whether there were differences among the groups.  In other words, were participants

who were presented with writer information and/or hyperlinks more engaged in the

stories than those who were presented with the story only? The level of engagement

was calculated by adding together participants’ scores on four questions that asked

about how relevant, interesting, enjoyable, and important participants found the

stories to be (see Appendix A for the exact questions used).  The means and standard

deviations for all groups can be found in Table 19.

Table 19

Means and Standard Deviations for Story Engagement for All Groups

Group M SD n

Story Only 38.10 9.48 60

Story + Writer Info. 40.23 9.45 60

Story + Links 44.00 11.15 60

Story + Both 42.70 9.68 60
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The Mann-Whitney U test was used to determine if significant differences

existed between the story only group and the other groups.  There was a significant

difference found for the story+hyperlinks group, as well as the story+both group.  No

significant difference was found for the story+writer information group.  (See Table

20).

Table 20

Mann-Whitney U for Story Engagement

Group U p

Story + Writer Info. 392.500 .394

Story + Links 298.00 .024*

Story + Both 317.00 .049*

Note.  The table represents pair-wise comparisons between the group that saw the story only and the

other groups listed in the table.  An asterisk indicates a significant difference at the .05 level.

In terms of story type, participants reported being most engaged in the feature

story (M = 15, SD = 5.17), followed by the sports story (M = 13.18, SD = 4.95),

followed by the hard news story (M = 12.95, SD = 4.68).  There were 28 story

engagement points possible.  See Figure 8.



83

Figure 8.  Story Engagement and Story Type
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When story engagement and story type were examined, there was only one

significant difference found.  This difference was found between the group that saw

the story only and the story+both group for the feature story (U = 297.00. M = 15.13,

SD = 5.17, p < .023).

Story Engagement and Credibility

A significant positive relationship was found between how credible

participants in all groups found the story to be and how engaged they reported being

in the story (rs = .288, p < .001).  A linear regression was then performed, and it was

found that participants’ engagement in the story (independent variable) significantly
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predicted credibility scores (dependent variable), F(1, 119) = 13.34, β = .319, R2  =

.102, p = .000. See Figure 9.

Figure 9.  Linear Regression for Story Credibility and Story Engagement
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Linear Regression for Story Credibility and
Story Engagement

When taking into consideration the story types, the relationship between story

engagement (independent variable) and story credibility (dependent variable) was

strongest for the hard news story (rs = .448, p = .000), F(1, 119) = 30.94, β = .396, R2

= .208, p = .000; followed by the feature story (rs = .424, p = .000), F(1, 119) = 24.51,

β = .415, R2 = .172, p = .000.  There was no significant correlation for the sports story

(rs = .136, p = .139).

There was also a significant positive correlation between the level of

engagement reported by participants while reading the stories and their

comprehension scores (rs = .198, p < .03). A linear regression was then performed,
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and it was found that participants’ engagement in the story (independent variable)

significantly predicted comprehension scores (dependent variable).  F(1, 119) = 6.09,

β = .221, R2  = .049, p < .015).

Overall Story Comprehension

Participants’ comprehension of the stories was also tested.  Participants’

responses to the three multiple-choice questions were coded “1” if they answered the

question correctly and “0” if their answer was not correct.  Overall the groups did

well on the comprehension questions, see Table 21.

Table 21

Comprehension Scores for Each Story Type

Type M SD N

Feature 2.61 .677 120

Sports 2.57 .719 120

Hard News 2.36 .765 120

The participants’ scores on the three comprehension questions (See Appendix

B for the questions used) were added together and then the Mann-Whitney U test was

conducted to determine whether the presence or absence of writer information and/or

hyperlinks had an impact on participants’ comprehension.  There were no significant

differences found for any of the groups using the Mann-Whitney U test.  It is

interesting to note that the mean comprehension scores for the groups that saw the
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additional information were lower, although not significantly, than the mean

comprehension score for the group that saw the story only.  See Figure 10.

Figure 10.  Mean Story Comprehension Score for Each Group
Mean Story Comprehension Score
for Each Group
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Comprehension Correlations

There was no significant correlation between comprehension of the story and

perceived credibility; however, when the comprehension scores were separated into

the top half (approximately 67% of participants and those who scored an 8 or 9) and

the bottom half (the remaining participants who scored below 8), there were

significant correlations found.  There was a significant positive correlation between

the high comprehension group and perceived credibility scores (rs = .180, p < .049).

There was a significant negative correlation between the low comprehension score

group and perceived credibility (rs = -.180, p < .049).
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Media Habits

Participants reported getting their news most often from the Internet (53%),

followed by television (38%), newspaper (7%), radio (3%) and magazines (.8%).

When asked from which media participants preferred to get their news they

responded; television (51%), Internet (33%), newspaper (13%), and radio (3%).

Care was taken to distribute participants evenly into the different groups in

terms of the media they reported using most often to get news.  Table 22 below

reflects this distribution.

Table 22

Media Used Most Often To Get News In Terms of Numbers of Participants

Type Story Only Story+Writer Story+Links Story+Both

Internet 16 15 15 17

Newspaper 2 3 2 1

Radio 1 1 1 0

Television 11 11 12 11

Other 0 0 0 1

Participants reported getting news on-line often, using the Internet in general

all the time, watching TV often, occasionally reading the newspaper, and occasionally

listening to the radio (See Table 23).
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Table 23

Participants Self-Reported Media Habits

Question M SD N

Get News Online 4.70 1.19 120

Use the Internet 6.53 .662 120

Watch TV 4.75 1.25 120

Read the Newspaper 3.57 1.25 120

Listen to the Radio 4.16 1.33 120

Note.  All responses were measured on a 7-point Likert scale.

Media Use and Credibility Ratings

A crosstabulation and chi-square analysis were performed to see if there was a

difference between which medium participants reported getting their news from most

often and their overall credibility ratings given to the stories.  There was no

significant difference found, χ2 (120, N = 119) = 111.792, p < .691.  It should be

noted that the one participant who answered “other” to the question was excluded

from the analysis.

A crosstabulation and chi-square analysis were performed to see if there was a

correlation between the type of media participants reported using to obtain news, and

whether they reported getting their news most often from the Internet. As would be

expected those who reported getting their news most often from the Internet also

reported using the Internet to get news online χ2(20, N = 120) = 62.108, p = .000.
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Also, the media that participants reported getting their news from most often was also

the media they preferred to get their news from χ2(16, N = 120) = 114.061, p = .000.

There was no significant relationship between web experience and the

perceived credibility of the stories (rs =.109, p < .238).  There were no significant

relationships between perceived credibility of the stories and how often participants

report using the Internet, watching television, reading the newspaper, or listening to

the radio.

Citizen Journalism and Online Content Creation

  According to the study results the more time people spend getting news online

the more likely they are to have created or worked on their own online journal or

weblog (rs =.193, p < .035).  Also, the more time people spend getting news online

the more likely they are to have shared something online that they created themselves

(rs =.290, p < .001).  A multiple regression was conducted, and whether participants

report sharing something online (independent variable) and whether they created and

worked on an online journal or weblog (independent variable) can significantly

predict time spent online getting news (dependent variable); however, sharing

something online was a better predictor of whether or not someone gets news online,

F(1, 119) = 8.59, β=.264, R2 = .128, p = .000.

No significant differences were found among those who reported hearing

about citizen journalism prior to the study, and the participants’ perceived credibility

of the story, χ2(41, N = 120) = 47.281, p < .232.  There was a significant difference
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between those who reported hearing about citizen journalism prior to the study and

getting news online, χ2(5, N = 120) = 15.652, p < .008.

There was also a significant positive relationship between those who reported

contributing content to citizen journalism web sites (independent variable) and

creating or working on their own webpage (dependent variable), rs = .262, p < .004; F

(1, 119), β=.262, R2 = .069, p < .004.   A significant positive relationship was also

found for those who report sharing something online that they created themselves

(independent variable) and having created or worked on their own webpage

(dependent variable), rs =.205, p < .025, F (1, 119), β=.263, R2  = .069, p < .004; and

having created or worked on their own online journal or weblog (dependent variable),

rs =.230, p < .011), F (1, 119), β=.299, R2 = .090, p < .001.

Web Site and People Credibility

All participants answered questions about the credibility of the web site as a

whole.  They answered questions about how trustworthy, believable, reliable,

authoritative, honest, and biased they found the OhmyNews.com website to be.  To

see the questions, see Appendix A.  Participants’ answers to these questions were

added together to come up with a site credibility score. Participants were also asked a

series of questions to assess sponsor credibility, in other words how credible they felt

the people were who created the site.  They answered questions about the credibility

of the people who created OhmyNews.com, whether they had high integrity, if they

had a positive reputation, whether they were successful, and whether they were

trustworthy (to see the questions used see Appendix A).  Answers to these questions
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were summed together to come up with a sponsor credibility score.  In both cases

there was a significant positive correlation between the participants’ credibility scores

for each story, and their site (rs = .619, p = .000) and their sponsor (rs = .420, p =

.000) credibility scores.  A regression analysis found that site credibility (independent

variable) can significantly predict story credibility (dependent variable), F(1, 119) =

74.64, β = .624, R2  = .389, p = .000.  See Figure 11.

Figure 11.  Linear Regression for Site Credibility and Perceived Story Credibility
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Linear Regression for Site Credibility and
Perceived Credibility

Similarly, it was found that sponsor credibility (independent variable)

significantly predicts overall ratings of story credibility (dependent variable), F(1,

119) = 37.99, β = .494, R2  = .244, p = .000.  See Figure 12.
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Figure 12.  Linear Regression for Sponsor Credibility and Perceived Story Credibility
Linear Regression for Sponsor Credibility and
Perceived Story Credibility
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A Mann-Whitney U test revealed no significant differences among any of the

groups in terms of sponsor and site credibility.  However, in each case the sponsor

and site credibility scores were higher for the groups that saw the writer information

and/or the hyperlinks when compared to the group that saw just the story.  See Figure

13.
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Figure 13.  Site and Sponsor Credibility By Group
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Time Spent Reading

The participants’ time spent reading each story was tracked using an online

web tracker.  The mean time participants spent reading the stories during the study

was 17.93 minutes, (SD = 3.25).  On average participants spent the most time reading

the feature story, followed by the hard news story, and the sports story. See Table 24.

Table 24

Time Spent Reading Stories in Minutes

Type Time Spent Reading
(min)

SD N

Feature 6.76 1.39 120

Hard News 6.15 2.37 120

Sports 5.02 1.19 120
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Those in the story+both group spent the most time reading the stories.  Those

in the story+links group spent the least time reading the stories.  See Table 25.

Table 25

Time Spent Reading Stories by Group in Minutes

Group Time
(min)

SD n

Story Only 17.39 2.70 60

Story+Writer 17.63 2.22 60

Story+Links 16.68 2.51 60

Story+Both 20.04 4.29 60

Participants in the story+both group spent significantly more time reading the

stories than participants in the story only group (U = 307.00, M = 18.71, SD = 3.79, p

< .034), the story+writer information group, (U = 315.50, M=18.83, SD=3.56, p <

.047), and the story+links group (U = 245.50, M = 18.36, SD = 3.87, p < .002).  See

Figure 14.
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Figure 14.  Time Spent Reading By Group
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There was no significant relationship between the time spent reading each

story and the credibility score for the story (rs = .172, p < .061).

Gender of Participants

Crosstabulation and chi-square analysis revealed no significant differences

were found for males or females in terms of perceived story credibility, story

engagement, story comprehension, whether or not the writer in the picture looked

credible, time spent reading the stories, and many other measures.  See Figure 15.
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Figure 15.  Gender and Various Variables
Gender and Various Variables
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Age of Participants

A significant positive association was found between the age of participants

and whether they ever reported using the Internet to get news online (rs = .285, p <

.002).  A linear regression was conducted using these two variables, where age of the

participants was the independent variable, and whether or not they ever reported

using the Internet to get news online was the dependent variable, F(1, 119) = 11.58,

β=.299, R2  = .089, p < .001, indicating that older participants get news online more

often than younger participants, and that age can be used to predict whether someone

is likely to use the Internet to get news online.

A crosstabulation and chi-square analysis was used to examine the

participants’ year in school as compared to other variables.  A significant result was



97

found for year in school and story comprehension, χ2(28, N = 120) = 54.955, p <

.002).  As the students reported being further along in school, their scores on the

comprehension questions increased.  There was also a significant relationship found

between year in school and web experience, χ2(32, N = 120) = 47.400, p < .039). Web

experience is low for freshmen, but then increases significantly by the junior and

senior years.
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CHAPTER 5:  DISCUSSION

Three main research questions were proposed at the outset of this study that

dealt with perceived story credibility.  This section will examine the results of this

study in the context of previous studies.  In many cases, the results of this study

served to support what previous research indicated.  However, there were a few cases

where that was not the case.

This section begins with an examination of the three research questions, and

interpretation of the results.  Next, a number of relationships regarding the writer

information and hyperlinks will be explored.  Finally, issues of story engagement and

media preference will be addressed.

RQ 1: To what extent does providing information about a writer’s background and

providing a picture of the writer on a participatory journalism site affect the perceived

credibility of the story?

Prior studies (Fogg, 2002a; Fogg, et al., 2001; Fogg & Marshall, 2001; Fogg

& Tseng, 1999) have shown that providing information about the author of online

information, as well as a picture, could serve to enhance the credibility of the site.

This study examined whether this finding could be extended to individual stories on a

participatory journalism web site.  After providing information about the writer, as

well as the writer’s picture, to the participants in this study, it was found that the

information about the writer did significantly increase participants’ perceived
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credibility of the stories they read.  Since the participants were given additional

information about the writer of the story, in the form of both text, and a picture, they

were able to see and read about the person who was writing the information.  This

additional information, in turn, led to higher credibility ratings for the stories.

When individual story types were examined, and perceived credibility was

measured for the group that saw the story only and the group that saw the

story+writer information, there was only a significant increase in credibility for the

hard news story.  No significant differences were found for the other story types,

although in all cases the credibility scores were higher for the group that did have the

writer information than for the group that did not have that information.  There was

only a significant difference for the hard news story, as opposed to the other stories,

because participants may have felt that it was more important that the information in

the hard news story was correct and could be trusted.  The hard news story was not

light or fun in nature, but rather had a serious tone. Since the other two stories were of

a “lighter” nature, participants may not have cared as much about whether the

information was credible.

RQ 2:  To what extent do hyperlinks that allow users to verify information contained

in a story on a participatory journalism site affect the perceived credibility of the

story?

Previous studies (Fogg, 2002a; Stewart & Zhang, 2003) have shown that

hyperlinks can help users form judgments about online credibility.  Participants rated
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the stories that contained hyperlinks as being more credible than the stories that did

not contain hyperlinks; however, the significance level was only slightly significant.

Hyperlinks add a level of verifiability to information, and it appears that the promise

of this added information impacts credibility judgments in a positive manner,  (see the

“Hyperlinks” section for a fuller discussion of the presence of hyperlinks and

credibility assessments).

When examining individual story types, again the hard news story was rated

as being significantly more credible by the story+hyperlinks group, than by the  story

only group. This may be the case for the same reason stated above, namely that when

participants are looking at a story that is hard news in nature, it may be more

important to them that the information is credible, due to the serious nature of the

subject matter.

RQ3:  To what extent does providing information about a writer’s background, a

picture of the writer, and hyperlinks that allow users to verify information contained

in a story on a participatory journalism site affect the perceived credibility of the

story?

This question examined the intersection of the two variables (writer

information and hyperlinks).  The stories that contained all of the pieces of

information (writer information and hyperlinks) were rated by participants as being

significantly more credible than stories that did not contain this information.
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When individual story types were examined, again the hard news story was

rated as being significantly more credible by the story+both group, when compared to

the story only group.  In this case the results were also significant for the sports story.

Participants clicked on the greatest number of hyperlinks in the sports story, so this,

combined with the information available about the writer, may have contributed to

the story+hyperlinks group rating the story as being significantly more credible than

the story only group.

Propensity to Trust

As has been found in previous studies (Gefen, 2000; McKnight, Choudhury,

& Kacmar, 2002; Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995, McKnight, Cummings, and

Chervany, 1998; McKnight, Kacmar, & Choudhury, 2004) disposition to trust can

play a role as to whether someone judges a web site to be credible.  The more trusting

a person is, the higher he or she tends to rate sites in terms of perceived credibility

(Collins, 2006).  Because disposition to trust is a factor in the formation of credibility

judgments, this was measured in the study.  No significant differences were found

between the groups in terms of their propensity to trust.  This means that the

differences measured between groups, in terms of their perceived credibility, were not

due simply to the fact that one group had more trusting people in it than another.

Instead, the differences can be attributed to the variables in the study, namely the

presence of writer information and/or hyperlinks. However, as has been found in the

previous studies mentioned earlier, this study did support the finding that those who

have a higher propensity to trust, also rate items higher in perceived credibility.  In
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this study those who had a higher propensity to trust rated the stories, the site, and the

people who created the site significantly more credible than those with a lower

propensity to trust.

Writer Information

The Importance of the Writer’s Picture

The picture of the writer played an important role in the assessment of the

credibility of the stories. The more participants felt the writer in the picture looked

credible, the higher they rated stories in terms of perceived credibility.  A linear

regression showed that how credible participants perceived the writer to be based on

his picture explained 23% of the variance in the perceived credibility score.  In fact,

when a multiple regression for the three questions about the writer information was

performed (See Appendix I for the questions), the picture of the writer accounted for

the largest amount of variance.  There were also positive significant relationships, that

were predicted through linear regression, between how credible participants rated the

writer’s picture, and how engaged they reported being in the story, as well as how

credible they felt the people who created the web site were.  These findings suggest

that including pictures of writers on web sites is important.  We live in a visual

society and high importance is placed on personal appearance, therefore it should not

be surprising that such high importance was placed on the picture of the writer—

even more importance than on the information about the writer— when forming

credibility judgments.
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Future studies may examine what it is about the pictures that makes them so

important, and what aspects of the pictures participants are keying in on when making

credibility judgments.  In this study, care was taken to use pictures of writers who

were judged in pilot studies to be of equal credibility.  Future researchers may wish to

examine the impact on credibility if pictures of writers who are not judged to be equal

in terms of their perceived credibility are used.  Also, an examination could be

conducted of the differences in perceived credibility if pictures of female, as opposed

to male writers are used, or if pictures of minorities, as opposed to Caucasians are

used.  Certainly all of these factors could impact credibility judgments.

The Importance of the Written Information about the Writer

When examining whether the written information about the writer’s

background was helpful, there was a significant positive relationship found for the

perceived credibility of the stories, and engagement in the stories (as there were with

the picture of the writer).  A linear regression showed that information about the

writer’s background explained about 7% of the variance in the story credibility

scores.  Getting to know the writer of the story through the background information

boosted the story credibility scores.  Perhaps participants were able to ascribe more

trust to the stories because after reading the writer information they now felt he was

qualified to write about the subject matter, based on the background information

presented, which raised the participants’ credibility perceptions.

Linear regression also showed information about the writer’s background

accounted for about 9% of the variance in the story engagement scores. It appears that
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learning more about the person who wrote the article, helped participants to become

more engaged when reading the stories.  It could be that learning that the writer had

written about a particular subject before, or has an interest in the subject he is writing

about, helped to spark interest in the participants.

There was also a significant positive relationship in terms of comprehension

of the stories, a relationship that did not exist when respondents examined the picture

of the writer.  It could be that reading the information about the writer and getting to

know him caused participants to pay more attention to the stories.  In future studies,

this variable could be considered alone.  Information about the writer could be varied

(positive and negative) across different writers to see what impact that has on

credibility ratings.  In this study, information provided on the writers by

OhmyNews.com was used, however future studies could include “mock” information

about each writer to see what impact things like the occupation of the writer, the

hobbies of the writer, and previous articles by the writer have on story credibility,

engagement, and comprehension.

Hyperlinks

Hyperlinks Clicked

Surprisingly few participants chose to click on hyperlinks in the stories.  The

average number of hyperlinks clicked on was .93 out of 17 total hyperlinks

participants had the opportunity to click on in the study.  Also, just 31% of

participants chose to click on hyperlinks.  When participants were given instructions

at the beginning of the study, they were not told whether they should click on the
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hyperlinks; this was done so that the most natural possible online behavior could be

captured in the computer lab.  Future studies may wish to examine what the results

might yield if participants are forced, or strongly urged, to click on hyperlinks.

The Importance of the Presence of Hyperlinks

Participants were asked three questions about the hyperlinks in the stories.

Only the first question was answered by all participants regardless of whether or not

they clicked on the hyperlinks.  The question asked about the mere presence of

hyperlinks and their impact on perceived credibility.  There were several significant

positive relationships found in this area.  A linear regression showed that the mere

presence of hyperlinks significantly predicted the participants’ perceived credibility

of the story.  The presence of hyperlinks explained about 11% of the variance in the

perceived credibility score.

A linear regression also showed that the presence of hyperlinks significantly

predicts engagement scores.  The presence of hyperlinks explained nearly 17% of the

variance in the engagement scores.  The presence of hyperlinks significantly

predicted the time participants spent reading the stories, and accounts for about 7% of

the variance.   Linear regression also showed that the presence of hyperlinks

accounted for 25% of the variance in the sponsor credibility score, and nearly 15% of

the variance in the site credibility score.

The other two questions about the hyperlinks were only answered by those

who actually clicked on links in the story.  It is interesting to note that there were no

significant relationships between these other two questions and any of the other
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variables.  This may mean that the mere presence of the hyperlinks is what really

matters, not necessarily whether or not they are clicked on, or whether or not they

contain accurate and/or relevant information—it is just the fact that the links are

there.  The other reason no significant correlations may have been found is because

the sample size of 19 subjects was just too small.

All of the stories in this study contained between 4 and 7 hyperlinks.  In future

studies the number of links in the stories could be varied significantly (perhaps only

one link in a certain story, and then 10 or more links in another story) to see if that

makes a difference in terms of perceived story credibility.  Also, the type of

information contained in the links could be varied to see what impact that has.

It is also interesting to note that among those who did choose to click on the

hyperlinks a negative relationship (although not significant) was noted; in other

words the more hyperlinks participants chose to click on, the lower they scored the

stories in terms of their perceived credibility.  This may be the case because the

information these participants read in the hyperlinks either didn’t seem credible to

them, or came from web sites that weren’t known to them.  This notion is supported

by a Stewart and Zhang (2003) study on trust transfer that shows linking to unknown

sites can have a negative impact on users’ trust of those sites.  It could also be the

case that those who chose to click on the hyperlinks were reading the stories more

critically than those who chose not to click on them.
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Story Engagement

Story engagement was significantly higher for the story+hyperlinks group and

the story+both group, when compared to the story only group.  It appears that

providing the additional information in the form of hyperlinks and writer information

serves to engage the reader in the story.  This does not come as a surprise, since

hyperlinks allow participants to more fully engage in what they are reading by finding

out additional information, and although very few participants reported clicking on

hyperlinks in the study, perhaps it is just the fact that the participants had the option

of clicking on the hyperlinks that caused them to become engaged.

What was surprising was that there was no significant difference found

between the story only group and the story+writer information group.  This may be

the case because it is the hyperlinks that are causing the increased story engagement,

as opposed to the writer information, in the story+both group. Whether they are

clicked on or not, hyperlinks are a cue to the user that additional information is

available, and that the writer of the article cared enough about what he or she was

writing to include a link to additional information.  In the future this finding could be

studied in greater depth, to determine if that truly is the case.  Future research may

also wish to investigate if the types of hyperlinks included in stories affect story

engagement.  For example, do links about people elicit more story engagement than

links about places, or is it just the mere presence of the links, regardless of what

they’re about that elicits this engagement?

The more engaged participants reported being in the stories, the higher they

rated those stories in terms of perceived credibility.  A linear regression found that
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participants’ engagement in the story significantly predicted credibility scores, and

that story engagement accounted for 32% of the variance in the credibility score.

This finding comes as no surprise, and is consistent with previous studies (Flanagin &

Metzger, 2003; Gunther, 1992; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981; Petty, Cacioppo, &

Goldman, 1981) that show the level of engagement does, in fact, impact perceived

credibility.

Story engagement also appears to play a role in story comprehension.  The

more participants reported being engaged in the story, the better they performed on

the comprehension questions.    A linear regression found that participants’

engagement in the story predicted comprehension scores, and accounted for about

22% of the variance.  This too was not unexpected, since the more engaged a person

is in a story, the more likely they are to pay attention to it, and understand its content.

Comprehension Scores

There were no significant differences found among the groups in terms of

comprehension of the stories; however, it is interesting to note that those who saw the

story only did better (although not significantly) on the comprehension questions than

the other groups that were presented with the writer information and the hyperlinks.

In fact, the group that had the lowest comprehension score was the group that saw the

most information (story+both group).  Perhaps those who were presented with the

additional information became distracted by it, and were less able to focus on the

content of the story.  They may have been more apt to pay attention to the

information about the writer than the actual content of the story.
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The comprehension questions used in this study were developed based on

pilot study data where participants were asked to summarize, in their own words,

what the story was about and what they remembered about the story.  Future research

could explore alternate methods for developing comprehension questions.  An

alternative method to the one used in this study may be to have participants in the

study recall information in list form.  That recalled information could then be

analyzed to determine story comprehension.  In this study, 67% of the participants

either scored an 8 or a 9 (out of 9 total points), so perhaps the questions used were too

easy.

Time Spent Reading

The story+both group spent significantly more time reading the stories (they

sent about 20 minutes reading, as compared to about 17 minutes for the other groups)

than the other groups.  This additional time spent reading can be explained in two

ways.  First, the story+both group simply had more to read than the other groups,

therefore accounting for the extra time.  While this may seem like a viable option, it

does not appear to account for the difference, since very few of the participants

clicked on hyperlinks, and there was no significant difference between the

story+writer information group and the other groups.  An alternate explanation, and

the one that is perhaps better suited to explaining the data, is that the writer

information and the hyperlinks served to engage the participants in the stories more

(which is supported by the story engagement findings above), and because the

participants were more engaged in the stories, they spent more time reading them.
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Site and Sponsor Credibility

Both site and sponsor credibility scores were higher for the groups that saw

the additional information (writer and/or hyperlinks) than for the story only group,

however the results were not significant.  There may not have been any significant

changes because participants were tightly controlled in terms of where they could,

and could not go on the OhmyNews.com site.  All of the links that were normally

active (excluding those in the actual stories) were deactivated.  Therefore, participants

were not given the opportunity to explore the site.  Future studies may want to allow

participants to look at other areas of the site, to see if this has an impact on site and/or

sponsor credibility.

There was a significant positive relationship between how credible

participants found the site to be and how credible they rated the stories.  A linear

regression showed that site credibility explained nearly 39% of the variance in the

story credibility rating.  This highlights the importance of making sure the site is

perceived as being credible by users, because site credibility can translate into

credibility for individual items on the site, in this case, the stories.

Media Habits

It is interesting to note that most participants in the study reported getting their

news most often from the Internet (53%), yet when they were asked from which

media they prefer to get their news, the majority responded television (51%).  Perhaps

the Internet is their primary, although not their preferred news source, because it is
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available on-demand, and on a college campus the Internet is more widely available

than television.  For example, the student center and library on the Elizabethtown

campus are full of computers with high-speed Internet access, but there are no

televisions. Perhaps if television news was available on-demand participants might

list that they get their news most often from television, since they clearly reported

preferring to get their news from television as compared to the Internet (33%).

Very few students (7%) reported getting their news most often from the

newspaper.  This finding supports studies (Online Newspaper Readership Countering

Print Losses, 2005) that show dwindling newspaper readership.  Those who work in

the newspaper industry may want to take note of these findings and figure out what it

is about the Internet and television that students like.  Leaders in the newspaper

industry may want to develop ways to start building newspaper reading and buying

habits in college age students, and foster those habits through adulthood.

Distribution of Participants Based on Media Used

Care was taken to distribute participants evenly into groups according to the

source they reported getting their news from most often because studies show that the

source people go to most often to get news is also the one they find the most credible

(Bucy, 2003; Carter & Greenberg, 1965; Flanagin & Metzger, 2000; Johnson &

Kaye, 1998; Johnson& Kaye, 2004).  The equal distribution of participants was

accomplished; however, the researcher did not find that those who got their news

most often from the Internet rated the stories as more credible than those who got

their news from other sources.  This may have occurred because the site being used in
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the study was not a mainstream news site.  Had a mainstream news site been used, the

findings in this study may have supported what previous studies found.

Previous studies have shown that those who use media heavily tend to judge

the Internet as highly credible (Flanagin & Metzger, 2002; Johnson & Kaye, 2002).

That was not the case in this study.  No significant relationship was found between

media use and perceived credibility of either the site, the people responsible for the

site, or the stories.  This contradiction may have occurred because the other studies

were investigating more traditional Internet sites, whereas in this study a citizen

journalism site, which was not widely known to the participants, was used.  Another

reason for the results may be that the Internet has changed quite a bit in the five years

since those studies were published, and the Internet may now be considered to some,

just as traditional as “traditional” media outlets; in other words, the Internet isn’t that

special anymore.  This difference may also be due to substantial efforts to promote

information literacy in schools, leading to changed perceptions of how web sites are

evaluated.

As expected, the sample was very high in terms of Internet experience.  In the

future other studies may wish to use participants who have less Internet experience

and see if that has any impact on the results.

Internet Content Creation

There was an interesting positive relationship found between the amount of

time participants reported getting news online, and sharing something they have

created online.  It appears that those who like to share things they have created
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themselves online (like a weblog) also spend time getting news online.  These online

content creators may be a good group for web sites hoping to build an audience to

target.  It also could mean good news for the citizen journalism movement, as this is a

movement that requires content creation and contribution by the audience.

Citizen Journalism Awareness

Participants in the study indicated that they had heard about citizen journalism

(28%); however, as a group they reported never visiting a citizen journalism site.

This is not surprising since citizen journalism is still relatively new.  Actually, the

percentage of participants who reported hearing about citizen journalism prior to the

study seemed quite high, considering its relative newness.

Gender

In the literature there was conflicting evidence as to whether men or women

ranked web sites higher or lower in perceived credibility.  One study showed men

ranked web sites higher in terms of perceived credibility (Flanagin & Metzger, 2003),

while another (Fogg, et al., 2001) showed women did.  In this study there were no

differences found in terms of gender and credibility perceptions.  Credibility ratings

by males and females were almost identical.  There may have been no differences

found because females were overrepresented in the sample (68% female, 32% male).

Future research may wish to make sure gender is more balanced.
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CHAPTER 6:  CONCLUSION

The presence of writer information and hyperlinks increase the perceived

credibility of stories on the participatory journalism web site OhmyNews.com.  These

markers of credibility are more important in forming credibility perceptions to people

reading hard news, as opposed to feature type stories.  In hard news stories it appears

that people care more about whether the information is correct than they do in stories

that tend to be more feature-like.

The information on the writer, particularly the picture of the writer, plays an

important role in terms of how credible participants perceived stories to be.  The more

credible participants thought the writer in the picture looked, the higher they rated

stories in terms of perceived credibility.  This finding speaks to the importance of

visual cues in our society, and how we do indeed tend to “judge a book by its cover.”

The importance of visual cues is something television news has long recognized, as

much time and money is invested in making sure anchors and reporters on television

newscasts look attractive and therefore credible.  The findings of this study suggest

that those involved in delivering Internet news need to also allocate resources to make

sure their reporters are perceived as credible by users based on looks alone.

In terms of hyperlinks, contrary to expectations, very few participants chose to

click on them in the study. Future studies may wish to explore why this occurred.  A

qualitative study could be undertaken and researchers could observe users reading the

story, and ask questions as to why users chose to click, or not to click, on particular

hyperlinks.  Also the think aloud method could be used to gain more qualitative
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information about what users are thinking while interacting with sites that feature user

created content.  Also, in future studies participants could be forced to click on

hyperlinks to see if that has a positive or negative impact on perceived credibility.

However, this study did find that the mere presence of hyperlinks, whether or not

participants chose to click on them, made the stories seem more credible.

Including information about the writer and hyperlinks served to engage the

reader in the story more than if that information was not included.  Figuring out ways

to engage users in a media landscape where millions of choices constantly compete

for users’ attention is no easy task.   Including the information about the writer and

the hyperlinks is one way to do this.  Perhaps a future study could look at the use of

video and/or audio, as opposed to a still picture of the writer to see what impact that

has on perceived story credibility.

There was also a significant positive relationship between how credible

participants found the web site to be and how credible they rated the stories.  If the

site is perceived as credible this translates into instant credibility for individual stories

on the site.  Future studies may wish to explore further this connection between site

and story credibility.

Some limitations of the study included the demographics of the sample. The

participants included college students at a small private college in Pennsylvania.

Females were over represented, and there wasn’t much ethnic diversity in the sample.

Future studies may wish to explore a broader demographic.

Another limitation of the study was that stories from just one participatory

journalism web site (OhmyNews.com) were chosen.  Perhaps in future studies stories
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from several participatory journalism sites could be chosen to see if that makes any

difference.

In terms of the writers of the stories, only Caucasian males were chosen.

Future studies could examine whether or not varying gender and ethnicity of the

writers impacts the results.  For example, pictures of African-American males could

be used to see what impact that has on perceived story credibility.  Also, the same

story could be presented to participants and the picture of the writer could be

varied…perhaps pictures of Caucasian, Hispanic, and Asian females could be used.

Future studies could also allow participants to further explore the web site.  In

this study, participants’ movements were very tightly controlled on the site so

confounding variables weren’t introduced into the study.  Links that were not directly

related to the story were “turned off” so participants could not navigate to another

page if they clicked on them.  In future studies participants’ movements on the site

could be tracked to see what they choose to click on and how that impacts credibility

ratings of the site and the site’s content.

It would also be interesting to follow up on one of the findings that was not

significant, but was, nonetheless, interesting.  This had to do with how participants

did on the comprehension questions following each story, and whether or not they

were presented with additional information (writer information and hyperlinks).  This

study found that those who were given the most information (writer information and

hyperlinks) achieved the lowest scores on the comprehension questions.  It could be

that the additional information served to distract the participant from the main points
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of the story.  If this is the case, these findings could be instructive for those building

sites (like educational or training sites) where comprehension of content is important.

This study could also be repeated using other types of stories.  Weather and

business stories could be used to see what impact, if any, the markers of credibility

tested in this study have on those story types.

In future studies other markers of credibility on sites that feature user created

content could be tested— for example, a rating system for stories on a site.  If a rating

scale on a site says that 10 out of 10 people rated an article as “excellent” what

impact does that have on a user’s view of the credibility of the article?  What would

the impact on credibility be if, according to the scale, 10 out of 10 people rated the

story as “poor”?

Within the last year there has been a proliferation of participatory journalism

web sites, and sites that feature user created content, such as YouTube.  The

researcher would like to see if the results of this study extend to sites that feature

video produced by citizens.  Is there something inherently different between words

written on a computer screen and video people watch on a computer screen?  If so,

what are the differences, and how do they impact credibility?

The results of this research can be used by not only those who write stories on

participatory journalism web sites, but also by those who generate any type of user

created content to improve the perceived credibility of their work.  Including a picture

of the person who created the content, information about the person, and hyperlinks

are all important first steps in improving credibility perceptions.



118

List of References

Abdulla, R. A., Garrison, B., Salwen, M.B., Driscoll, P.D., & Casey, D. (2005).
Online news credibility. In M. Salwen, Garrison, B., & Driscoll, P. (Ed.),
Online News and the Public (pp. 147-163). London: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Alexa Internet, Inc. (2006). Retrieved July 27, 2006, from
http://www.alexa.com/data/details/related_links?q=&url=english.ohmynews.c
om

Amsbary, J. H., & Powell, L. (2003). Factors influencing evaluations of web site
information. Psychological Reports, 93(1), 191-198.

Austin, E. W., & Dong, Q. (1994). Source v. content effects on judgment of news
believability. Journalism Quarterly, 71, 973-983.

Bentley, C.H.  Reconnecting with the audience.  Nieman Reports, 59(4), 26-28.

Berlo, D. K., Lemert, J.B., & R.J. Mertz. (1970). Dimensions for evaluating the
acceptability of message sources. Public Opinion Quarterly, 33, 563-576.

Blood, R. (2003). Weblogs and journalism:  Do they connect? Nieman Reports, 57(3),
61-63.

Blood, R. (2004). How blogging software reshapes the online community.
Communications of the ACM, 47(12), 53-55.

Bowman S., & Willis, C. (2003). We media:  How audiences are shaping the future
of news and information. Retrieved October 20, 2005, from
http://www.hypergene.net/wemedia/weblog.php

Bowman, S., Willis, C. (2005). The future is here, but do news media companies see 
it? Nieman Reports, 59(4), 6-10.

Bucy, E. P. (2003). Media credibility reconsidered:  Synergy effects between on-air
and online news. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 80(2), 247-
264.

Burbules, N. C. (1998). Rhetorics of the web:  Hyperreading and critical literacy. In I.
S. (Ed.), Page to screen:  Taking literacy into the electronic era (pp. 102-122).
London: Routledge.

Byrne, D. (1971). The attraction paradigm. New York: Academic.

Carter, R., & Greenberg, B. (1965). Newspapers or television:  Which do you
believe? Journalism Quarterly, 42, 29-34.



119

Cialdini, R. B. (1993). Influence:  Science and practice (3rd ed.). New York:
HarperCollins.

Cohen, J., & Cohen, P.  (1983).  Applied multiple regression/correlation analysis for
the behavioral sciences (2nd edition).  New Jersey:  Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Collins, J. (2006). An investigation of web-page credibility. Journal of Computing
Sciences in Colleges, 21(4), 16-21.

Corritore, C., Kracher, B., & Wiedenbeck, S. (2003). On-line trust:  Concepts,
evolving themes, a model. International Journal of Human-Computer Studies,
58(6), 737-758.

Corritore, C. L., Marble, R.P., Wiedenbeck, S., Kracher, B., & Chandran, A. (2005,
August 11-14). Measuring online trust of websites:  Credibility, perceived
ease of use, and risk. Paper presented at the Eleventh Americas Conference on
Information Systems, Omaha, NE.

Cortes, C. E. (1992). Media literacy:  An educational basic for the information age.
Education and Urban Society, 24, 489-497.

Curley, T.  Text of opening keynote by Tom Curley.  Retrieved October 13, 2006,
from http://journalist.org/2004conference/archives/000079.php

Eksterowicz, A.J., Roberts, R., Clark, A.  Public journalism and public knowledge.
Press/Politics, 3(2), 74-95.

Fisher, D.J., Osteen, G. (2006).  Hartsville today:  The first year of a small-town
citizen journalism site.  Retrieved Nov. 13, 2006, from http://www.j
newvoices.org/index.php/site/story_spotlight/hartsville_todays_cook_book/

Flanagin, A. J., & Metzger, M.J. (2000). Perceptions of internet information
credibility. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 77(3), 515-540.

Flanagin, A. J., & Metzger, M.J. (2001). Internet use in the contemporary media
environment. Human Communication Research, 27(1), 153-181.

Flanagin, A. J., & Metzger, M.J. (2003). The perceived credibility of personal web
page information as influenced by the sex of the source. Computers in Human
Behavior, 19, 683-701.

Fogg, B. J., & Tseng, H. (1999, May 15-20). The elements of computer credibility.
Paper presented at the Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
CHI '99, Pittsburgh, PA.

Fogg, B. J., Marshall,  J., Laraki, O., Varma, C., Fang, N., Paul, J., Rangnekar, A.,
Shon, J., Swani, P., & Treinen, M. (2001, March 31-April 5). What makes web
sites credible?  A report on a large quantitative study. Paper presented at the
Proceedings of the Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems CHI
2001, Seattle, WA.



120

Fogg, B. J., & Marshall, J. (2001, March 31-April 5). Web credibility research:  A
method for online experiments and early study results. Paper presented at the
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems CHI 2001, Seattle, WA.

Fogg, B. J. (2002a). Stanford guidelines for web credibility. Retrieved May 23, 2006,
from http://www.webcredibility.org/guidelines

Fogg, B. J., Kameda, T., Boyd, J., Marshall, J., Sethi, R., Sockol, M., & Trowbridge,
T. (2002b). Stanford-Makovsky web credibility study 2002:  Investigating
what makes web sites credible today: A Research Report by the Stanford
Persuasive Technology Lab & Makovsky & Company.  Stanford University.

Fogg, B. J. (2003). Prominence-interpretation theory:  Explaining how people assess
credibility online. Paper presented at CHI 2003:  New Horizons.

Fogg, B. J., & Soohoo, C., Danielson, D.R., Marable, L., Stanford, J., & Tauber, E.
(2003). How do users evaluate the credibility of web sites?  A study with over
2500 participants. Paper presented at the Designing for User Experiences
Conference.

Freedman, S.  (2006).  Outside voices:  Samuel Freedman on the difference between
the amateur and the pro.  Retrieved Nov. 22, 2006, from
http://www.cbsnews.com/blogs/2006/03/30/publiceye/entry1458655.shtml.

Fritch, J. W., & Cromwell, R.L. (2001). Evaluating internet resources:  Identity,
affiliation, and cognitive authority in a networked world. Journal of the
American Society for Information Science and Technology, 52(6), 499-507.

Gaziano, C., & McGrath, K. (1986). Measuring the concept of credibility. Journalism
Quarterly, 63, 451-462.

Gaziano, C. (1988). How credible is the credibility crisis? Journalism Quarterly, 65,
267-278.

Gefen, D. (2000). E-commerce:  The role of familiarity and trust. Omega:  The
International Jounral of Management Science, 28, 725-737.

Gill, K.E. (2004).  How can we measure the influence of the blogosphere?  Paper
presented at WWW2004, May 17-24, New York.

Gillmor, D. (2004). We the media:  Grassroots journalism by the people for the
people. Retrieved May 20, 2006, from www.authorama.com/we-the-media-
1.html

Gilster, P. (1997). Digital Literacy. New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons.

Grimes, C.  (1997).  Whither the civic journalism bandwagon?  Press/Politics, 2(3),
125-130.

Gunter, B. (2003). News and the net. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates,
Inc.



121

Gunther, A. C. (1987). Extremity of attitude and trust in media news coverage of
issues. Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, Stanford University, Stanford, CA.

Gunther, A. C. (1992). Biased press or biased public?  Attitudes toward media
coverage of social groups. Public Opinion Quarterly, 56, 147-167.

Hof, R. D. (2005, June 20). The power of us. Business Week, 74.

Hong, T. (2006). The influence of structural and message features on web site
credibility.  Journal of the American Society for Information Science and
Technology, 57(1), 114-127.

Horrigan, J. B. (2006). Online News. Retrieved July 5, 2006, from
http://www.pewinternet.org/ppf/r/178/report_display.asp

Hovland, C. I., & Weiss, W. (1951). The influence of source credibility on
communication effectiveness. The Public Opinion Quarterly, 15(4), 635-650.

Ihlwan, M., & Hall, K. OhmyNews:  Voices from the street. Business Week Online.
Retrieved July 27, 2006, from
http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/06_20/b3984072.htm?camp
aig_id=search

Jaccard, J., & Wan, C.K. (1996).  LISREL approaches to interaction effects in
multiple regression.  Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage Publications.

Johnson, T. J., & Kaye, B.K. (1998). Cruising is believing?:  Comparing internet and
traditional sources on media credibility measures. Journalism and Mass
Communication Quarterly, 75(2), 325-340.

Johnson, T. J., & Kaye, B.K. (2000). Using is believing:  The influence of reliance on
the credibility of online political information among politically interested
internet users. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 77, 865-879.

Johnson, T. J., & Kaye, B.K. (2002). Webelievability:  A path model examining how
convenience and reliance predict online credibility. Journal and Mass
Communication Quarterly, 79(3), 619-642.

Johnson, T. J., & Kaye, B.K. (2004). Wag the blog:  How reliance on traditional
media and the internet influence credibility perceptions of weblogs among
blog users. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 81(3), 622-642.

Josephson, S., & Holmes, M.E. (2006, March 27-29). Clutter or content?  How on-
screen enhancements affect how TV viewers scan and what they learn. Paper
presented at the ETRA 2006, San Diego, California.

Kim, J.O. (1975).  Multivariate analysis of ordinal variables.  American Journal of
Sociology, 81, 261-298.



122

Kiousis, S. (1991). Public trust or mistrust?  Perceptions of media credibility in the
information age. Mass Communication and Society, 4(4), 381-403.

Labovitz, S. (1970).  The assignment of numbers to rank order categories.  American
Sociological Review, 35, 515-524.

Lai, J., Cheng, K., Green, P., & Tsimhoni, O. (2001, March 31-April 4). On the road
and on the web?  Comprehension of synthetic and human speech while
driving. Paper presented at the SIGCHI '01, Seattle, WA.

Lai, J., Wood, D., & Considine, M. (2000, April 1-6). The effect of task conditions on
the comprehensibility of synthetic speech. Paper presented at the CHI 2000,
The Hague, Amsterdam.

Leathers, D. (1992). Successful nonverbal communiation:  Principles and
applications.  New York: Macmillan.

Lenhart, A., Horrigan, J., Fallows, D. (2004). Content creation on-line. Retrieved
June 3, 2005, from http://www.pewtrusts.com

LexisNexis (2006).  LexisNexis survey shows today’s consumers trust traditional
media soruces the most.  http://www. Retrieved October 25, 2006, from:
lexisnexis.com/about/releases/0928.asp

Lih, A. (2004, April 16-17). Wikipedia as participatory journalism:  Reliable
sources? Paper presented at the 5th International Symposium on Online
Journalism, University of Texas at Austin.

Matheson, D. (2004). Weblogs and the epistemology of the news:  some trends in
online journalism. New Media and Society, 6(4), 443-468.

Mayer, R. C., Davis, J.H., & Schoorman, F.D. (1995). An integrative model of
organizational trust. Academy of Management Review, 20(3), 709-734.

McCroskey, J. (1966). Scales for the measurement of ethos. Speech Monographs, 33,
65-72.

McCroskey, J. C., & Jenson, T.A. (1975). Image of mass media news sources.
Journal of Broadcasting, 19, 26-33.

McGuire, W. J. (1985). Attitudes and attitude change. In G. Lindzey, & Aronson, E.
(Ed.), The Handbook of Social Psychology (3rd edition). Reading, MA:
Addison-Wesley.

McKnight, D. H., Cummings, L.L., & Chervany, N.L. (1998). Initial trust formation
in new organizational relationships. Academy of Management Review, 23(3),
473-490.



123

McKnight, D. H., Choudhury, V., & Kacmar, C. (2002). Developing and validating
trust measures for e-commerce:  An integrative typology. Information Systems
Research, 13(3), 334-359.

McKnight, D. H., Kacmar, C.J., & Choudhury, V. (2004). Dispositional trust and
distrust distinctions in predicting high- and low-risk internet expert advice site
perceptions. e-Service Journal, 35-55.

Meola, M. (2004). Chucking the checklist:  A contextual approach to teaching
undergraduates web-site evaluation. Libraries and the Academy, 4(3), 331-
344.

Metzger, M. J. (2005, April 11-13). Understanding how internet users make sense of
credibility:  A review of the state of our knowledge and recommendations for
theory, policy, and practice. Paper presented at the Internet Credibility and the
User Symposium, Seattle, WA.

Metzger, M. J., Flanagin, A.J., Eyal, K., Lemus, D., & McCann, R. (2003).
Credibility for the 21st century:  Integrating perspectives on source, message,
and media credibility in the contemporary media environment. In P.
Kalbfleisch (Ed.), Communication Yearbook (Vol. 27, pp. 293-335). Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Meyer, P. (1985). There's encouraging news about newspapers credibility and it's in a
surprising location. Presstime, 26-27.

Meyer, P. (1988). Defining and measuring credibility of newspapers:  Developing an
index. Journalism Quarterly, 65, 567-574.

Min, J.K. (2005).  Journalism as a conversation.  Nieman Reports, 59(4), 17-20.

Nardi, B. A., Schiano, D. J., Gumbrecht, M. (2004, November 2004). Blogging as
social activity, or, would you let 900 million people read your diary? Paper
presented at the CSCW '04, Chicago, IL.

Nardi, B. A., Schiano, D. J., Gumbrecht, M., and Swartz, L. (2004). Why we blog.
Communications of the ACM, 47(112), 41-46.

Naylor, R., Driver, S., & Cornford, J. (2000).  The BBC goes on-line:  Public service
broadcasting in the new media age.  In  D. Gauntlett. (Ed.), Web.studies:
Rewiring media studies for the digital age (pp.  137-148).  New York, Oxford
University Press.

Negroponte, N. (1995).  Being Digital.  London:  Hodder & Stroughton/Coronet.

Newhagen, J., & Nass, C. (1989). Differential criteria for evaluating credibility of
newspapers and tv news. Journalism Quarterly, 66, 277-284.

Notoro-Morgan, A. (1998). Newspaper credibility:  A trust that was rarely there.
Press/Politics, 3(3), 115-120.



124

Nunnally, L.J. 1978.  Psychometric theory, 2nd edition.  New York:  McGraw-Hill.

OhmyNews.com. (2006). Retrieved November 15, 2005, from
english.ohmnnews.com

Olaisen, J. (1990). Information quality factors and the cognitive authority of
electronic information. In I. Wormell (Ed.), Information quality:  Definitions
and dimensions (pp. 91-121). London: Taylor Graham.

Online news audience larger, m. d. (2005). The Pew Research Center for the People
and the Press. Retrieved June 3, 2005, from http://www.people-press.org

Outing, S. (2006). The 11 layers of citizen journalism. Retrieved May 16, 2006, from
http://www.poynter.org/content/content_view.asp?id=83126.

Pecquerie, B.  (2006).  Outside voices:  Bertrand Pecquerie looks at American
journalism from a European perspective.  Retrieved Nov. 22, 2006, from
ttp://www.cbsnews.com/blogs/2006/04/13/publiceye/entry1498205.shtml

Petty, R., & Cacioppo, J. (1981). Attitudes and persuasion:  Classic and
contemporary approaches. Dubuque, IA: Brown.

Petty, R., & Cacioppo, J.T. (1986). Elaboration Likelihood Model. In L. Berkowitz
(Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 19, pp. 123-205). San
Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Petty, R., Cacioppo, J., & Goldman, R. (1981). Personal involvement as a
determinant of argument-based persuasion. Journal of Personallity and Social
Psychology, 41(5), 847-855.

Pew Internet and American Life Project.  Daily internet activities. (2006). Retrieved
July 7, 2006, from
http://www.pewinternet.org/trends/Daily_Internet_Activities_4.26.06.htm

Pew Internet and American Life Project.  Demographics of internet users. (2006).
Retrieved July 5, 2006, from
http://www.pewinternet.org/trends/Internet_Activities_4.26.06.htm

Pew Internet and American Life Project.  Internet activities. (2006). Retrieved July 5,
2006 from http://www.pewinternet.org/trends/User_Demo_4.26.06.htm

Potter, W. J. (1998). Media literacy. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Rainie, L. (2005). The state of blogging. Retrieved July 7, 2006, from
http://www.pewinternet.org

Resnick, P., & Varian, H.R. (1997). Recommender systems. Communications of the
ACM, 40(3), 56-58.



125

Resnick, P., Zeckhauser, R., Friedman, E., & Kuwabara, K. (2000). Reputation
systems. Communications of the ACM, 43(12), 45-48.

Rieh, S. Y. (2002). Judgment of information quality and cognitive authority. Journal
of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 53(2), 145-
161.

Rieh, S. Y., & Belkin, N.J. (1998). Understanding judgment of information quality
and cognitive authority in the www. Proceedings of the 61st Annual Meeting
of the American Society for Information Science, 35, 279-289.

Rimmer, T., & Weaver, D. (1987). Different questions, different answers?  Media use
and media credibility. Journalism Quarterly, 64, 28-36, 44.

Rosen, J.  (1999).  What are journalists for?  New Haven, CT:  Yale University Press.

Rosen, J.  (2006).  Bloggers vs. journalists is over.  Retrieved October 13, 2006, from
http://journalism.nyu.edu/pubzone/weblogs/pressthink/2005/01/21/berk_essy.
html

Rosenbloom, A. (2004). The blogosphere. Communications of the ACM, 47(12), 31-
33.

Rosenthal, P. I. (1971). Specificity, verifiability, and message credibility. Quarterly
Journal of Speech, 57, 393-402.

Rotter, J. B. (1971). Generalized expectancies for interpersonal trust. American
Psychologist, 26(5), 443-452.

Sambrook, R.  (2005).  Citizen journalism and the BBC.  Nieman Reports, 59(4), 13-
16.

Schiller, D.  (1979).  An historical approach to objectivity and professionalism in
American news-gathering.  Journal of Communication, 29(4):  46-57.

Schiller, D.  (1981).  Objectivity and the news.  Philadelphia:  University of
Pennsylvania Press.

Schaffer, J.  (2005).  Citizens media:  Has it reached a tipping point?  Nieman
Reports, 59(4), 24-26.

Scheuermann, L.E., & Langford, H.P. (1997).  Perceptions of internet abuse, liability,
and fair use.  Perceptual and Motor Skills, 85, 847-850.

Scholz-Crane, A. (1998). Evaluating the future:  A preliminary study of the process of
how undergraduate students evaluate web sources. Reference Services Review,
26(3/4), 53-60.

Schroeder, C. M. (2004). Is this the future of journalism? Retrieved November 20,
2005, from http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/5240584/site/newsweek/



126

Shah, D. V., McLeod, J.M., & Yoon, S. (2001). Communication, context and
community:  An exploration of print, broadcast and internet influences.
Communication Research, 28(4), 464-506.

Singer, J. (2005). The political j-blogger. Journalism, 6(2), 173-198.

Slater, M. D., & Rouner, D. (1996). How message evaluation and source attributes
may influence credibility assessment and belief change. Journalism and Mass
Communication Quarterly, 74, 974-991.

Solski, J.  (1989).  News reporting and professionalism:  Some constraints on the
reporting of the news.  Media, Culture and Society, 11(2):  207-228.

Stewart, K. J., & Zhang, Y. (2003). Effects of hypertext links on trust transfer. Paper
presented at the ICEC 2003, Pittsburgh, PA.

Sundar, S. (1996, August). Do quotes affect perception of on-line news stories? Paper
presented at the Communication Technology Policy Division Association for
Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, Anaheim, CA.

Sundar, S. (1999). Exploring receivers' criteria for perception of print and online
news. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 76(2), 373-386.

Surowiecki, J.  (2005).  The wisdom of crowds.  New York:  Anchor Books.

Technorati, Inc. (2006). Retrieved July 27, 2006, from http://www.Technorati.com

The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press.  (2005).  Online newspaper
readership countering print losses. Retrieved July 5, 2006, from http://people
press.org/reports/display.php3?ReportID=248

Tseng, S., & Fogg, B.J. (1999). Credibility and computing technology.
Communications of the ACM, 42(5), 39-44.

Tuchman, G.  (1978).  Professionalism as an agent of legitimation.  Journal of
Communication, 28(2):  106-113.

Turner, S.D. (2006).  Out of the picture:  Minority and female tv station ownership in
the United States.  Retrieved November 10, 2006, from
http://www.freepress.net.

Urban, C. (2002, August 12, 2002). Perspectives of the public and the press:
Examining our credibility.  Retrieved March 6, 2006, from
http://www.ASNE.org

Wathen, N. C., Burkell, J. (2002). Believe it or not:  Factors influencing credibility on
the web.  Journal of the American Society for Information Science and
Technology, 53(2), 134-144.



127

West, M. D. (1994). Validating a scale for the measurement of credibility:  a
covariance structure modeling approach. Journalism Quarterly, 71(1), 159-
168.

Wikinews.org. (2006). Retrieved July 28, 2006, from
http://en.wikinews.org/wiki/Main_Page

Wilson, E. J., & Sherrell, D.L. (1993). Source effects in communication and
persuasion research:  A meta-analysis of effect size. Journal of the Academy
of Marketing Science, 21(2), 101-112.

Wilson, P. (1927).  Second-hand knowledge: an inquiry into cognitive authority.
London: Greenwood Press.

Woo-Young, C. (2005). Online civic participaion, and political empowerment:
Online media and public opinion formation in Korea. Media, Culture &
Society, 27(6), 925-935.

Wrightsman, L. S. (1991). Measures of personality and social psychological attitudes.
In J. P. Robinson, Shaver, P.R., & Wrightsman, L.S. (Ed.), (Vol. 1, pp. 373-
412).  San Diego: Academic Press.

Zelizer, B.  (1993).  Journalists as interpretive communities.  Critical Studies in Mass
Communication, 10, 219-237.

Zimbardo, P., Leippe, M. (1991). The psychology of attitude change and social
influence. New York: McGraw-Hill.



128

Appendix A

Questions Used in the Scales

Internet Experience Scale Questions

How often do you use the Internet/Web?

How would you characterize your level of expertise in using the Internet/Web?

How much experience do you have using the Internet/Web?

Perceived Credibility Scale Questions

How believable did you find the story to be?

How accurate did you find the story to be?

How trustworthy did you find the story to be?

How biased did you find the story to be?

How complete did you find the story to be?

Issue Salience Scale Questions

How relevant is the story to your life?

How interesting was the story?

How much did you enjoy the story?

How important did you think the story was?

Site Credibility Scale Questions

To what degree would you describe the web site (OhmyNews.com) to be
trustworthy?

To what degree would you describe the web site (OhmyNews.com) to be believable?

To what degree would you describe the website (OhmyNews.com) to be reliable?
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To what degree would you describe the website (OhmyNews.com) to be
authoritative?

To what degree would you describe the website (OhmyNews.com) to be honest?

To what degree would you describe the website (OhmyNews.com) to be biased?

Sponsor Credibility Scale Questions

The people who created OhmyNews.com are credible.

The people who created OhmyNews.com have high integrity.

The people who created OhmyNews.com have a positive reputation.

The people who created OhmyNews.com are successful.

The people who created OhmyNews.com are trustworthy.

Propensity to Trust Scale Questions

I usually trust people until they give me a reason not to trust them.

I generally give people the benefit of the doubt when I first meet them.

My typical approach is to trust new acquaintances until they prove I should not trust
them.
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Appendix B

Comprehension Questions

Sports Story Comprehension Questions

Feature Story Comprehension Questions

Hard News Story Comprehension Questions
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Appendix C

Online Activities
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Appendix D

Stories Used in the Study

Sports Story
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Feature Story
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Hard News Story
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Appendix E

Writer Information

Sports Story Writer, Rick Capone

Feature Story Writer, Todd Kipp

Hard News Story Writer, David Kootnikoff
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Appendix F

Study Welcome Page
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Appendix G

Group Questionnaires Used

Sports Story Questionnaire
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Feature Story Questionnaire



144



145

Hard News Story Questionnaire
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Appendix H

Final Questionnaire
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Appendix I

Writer Information Questions
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Appendix J

Hyperlink Questions
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