Conceptualization of credibility and related terms

Excerpted from an article by Rieh, Soo Young, Assistant Professor at the School of
Information, University of Michigan

[Posted with the author’s permission August 27, 2007.]

Credibility has been defined as believability, trust, reliability, accurate, fair,
objective, and dozens of other concepts and combination of them (Self, 1996). It
also has been defined in terms of characteristics of persuasive sources (speakers),
characteristics of the message structure and content, and perceptions of media
(Metzger, Flanagin, Eyal, Lemus, and McCann, 2003). Some studies focus on some
source of piece of information worthy of being believed and others examine what
characteristics make sources or information likely to be believed by people
(Flanagin & Metzger, in press). In spite the fact that communication researchers
have been interested in source credibility since the 1950s, there is no clear
definition of credibility. The overarching view across definitions is
believability. Credible people are believable people; credible information is
believable information (Tseng & Fogg, 1999). Most credibility researchers agree
that there are at least two key dimensions of credibility: trustworthiness and
expertise (Fogg, 2003). Both elements contribute to the concept of credibility.
Trustworthiness is a key factor in the credibility assessment. A person 1is
trustworthy when he/she is honest, careful in what he says, and disinclined to
deceive (Wilson, 1983). Information is trustworthy when it appears to be reliable,
unbiased, and fair. Expertise is "the perceived knowledge, skill, and experience of
the source" (Fogg, 2003, p. 24). The expertise is also an important factor because
it is closely related to a user's perception of a source's ability to provide
information that is accurate and valid.

Credibility is different from information quality and cognitive authority, yet it
is closely related to these two concepts. Information quality refers to people's
subjective judgment of goodness and usefulness of information in certain situations
with respect to their own expectations of information or in regard to other
information available. It is composed of five facets: usefulness, goodness,
accuracy, currency, and importance (Rieh, 2002). These five facets of information
quality are not necessarily always consistent. Information is accurate, but not
useful. It may be useful, but not important. It may be important, but may be no
current. It may be current, but inaccurate. In such cases, one of the questions
people ask themselves would be whether they can believe what the information says,
or if not, whether they can at least take it serious (Wilson, 1983). This is
credibility assessment which is a chief aspect of information quality. Cognitive
authority is also closely related to credibility. According to Wilson (1983),
cognitive authorities are those people who actually influence on other people's
thoughts by being recognized as proper." He also claims that the authority's
influence is thought proper because "he is thought credible, worthy of believe" (p.
15) . Cognitive authorities are clearly among those who are considered to be
credible sources. However, someone may be recognized as credible in an area even
though he/she did not in fact have any influence on people's thoughts. In Wilson's
words, "Those we think credible constitute the potential pool of cognitive
authorities on which we might draw" (Wilson, p. 16).



