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The global rise of anti-vaccination movements has led to serious consequences for the 

public health such as the recent measles outbreak in the United States. The increased 

promotion of misleading information on vaccinations by social media influencers as 

well as by media outlets seems to have resulted into a more negative view on 

vaccinations. The popularity of these social media influencers and the good reputation 

and authority of the media outlets could have played a substantial role in these 

developments. The following experimental study will try to explore whether 

popularity or authority cues can have an impact on the evaluation of the credibility of 

these two types of sources via an online survey. Furthermore, it aims to examine 

whether said heuristic cues and resulting conformity effects or the source credibility 

in general could have an impact on the opinion of recipients on a potential autism-

vaccination link.  

Results have shown that especially authority cues seem to have a positive impact on 

source credibility evaluations. Furthermore, a high general trust in the media 

positively influences assessments of source credibility of well-established news 

outlets. Popularity cues as well as authority cues seem to have a positive effect on the 

recipients´ opinion. However, authority cues and the resulting effects of 

informational conformity seem to lead to greater attitude changes. Particularly people 

with a high need for conformity exhibit considerable attitude changes when exposed 

to the well-established news outlet as a source. Also, a high perceived source 

credibility is positively correlated with a desired attitude change. Especially the high 

perceived credibility of the social media influencer resulted in significant attitude 

changes. The results underline the importance and positive impact that a perceived 

authority can have on source credibility assessments and on recipients’ opinions. This 

highlights the great necessity for self-proclaimed experts on social media platforms 

and particularly for well-established news outlets to increase their effort to thoroughly 

and accurately research health-related topics. 
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1 Introduction 

The vaccine industry refuses to conduct scientific tests on the health outcomes of 

vaccinated children vs. unvaccinated children. Why? Because these tests would no 

doubt show unvaccinated children to be healthier, smarter and far better off than 

vaccinated children in terms of behavioral disorders, allergies and even autoimmune 

disorders. Check the people you know: Don't you routinely find that the most heavily-

vaccinated kids are the ones who get sick all the time? Meanwhile, groups like the 

Amish who largely refuse to vaccinate their children have near-zero rates of autism. 

(Deschamps, 2015) 

This quote is one example of many ‘facts’ the anti-vaccination movement is trying to spread to 

convince the people that vaccinations can have negative consequences on the health of a person. 

The authors of this blog proclaim to be in pursuit of the ultimate truth which they want to verify 

persistently (Deschamps & Robles, 2016). Deschamps is, moreover, claiming that “[…] the 

mainstream media is largely funded by drug companies and vaccine manufacturers, exhibiting 

extreme conflicts of interest in their reporting.” (Deschamps, 2015). This questions the 

authority of well-established news outlets and highlights that many members of the anti-

vaccination movement see it as their mission to publish and share information in their fight 

against vaccinations. This information is often accompanied by pseudoscience (Johns Hopkins 

Bloomberg School of Public Health, 2015). The distribution of such misleading information 

can, however, have a severe impact on the health and vaccine coverage in the world. The recent 

measles outbreak in the United States has once again sparked the debate on the very 

controversially discussed topic (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019).  

Due to the current rise of new anti-vaccination campaigns, a growing number of followers is 

yet again of the opinion that vaccinations cause more harm to children than actual benefits. The 

most prominent belief is an alleged autism-vaccination link. These rumors started with an 

official scientific report written by now ex-physician Andrew Wakefield claiming to have found 

evidence of an autism-vaccination link (Wakefield et al., 1998). The study was dismissed just 

a year later due to apparent conflicts of interest given that Wakefield was paid for the production 

of this report with £400.000 from families who had sued vaccination manufacturers claiming 

that the vaccines had caused their children´s autism (Hussain, Ali, Ahmed, & Hussain, 2018). 

Advocates of the anti-vaccination movement still use the paper as scientific evidence to 

promote their views. The disapproval of vaccinations can have several possible reasons. People 

http://www.naturalnews.com/vaccine_industry.html
http://www.ageofautism.com/2012/05/dan-olmsted-the-amish-all-over-again.html
http://www.ageofautism.com/2012/05/dan-olmsted-the-amish-all-over-again.html
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often decide against vaccinating due to religious or other personal reasons (Hussain, Ali, 

Ahmed, & Hussain, 2018). Also, the negative image of the pharmaceutical industry raises 

doubts in many people, who wonder whether vaccinations are a necessity or only another way 

to make money. The production of vaccinations is expected to reach estimated profits of over 

60 billion dollars by 2020 (Guzman, 2018). Anti-vaccination supporters often believe that the 

promotion of the benefits of vaccinations is caused by lobbyist of the pharmaceutical industry 

and doctors (Lam, 2015).  

The negative attitude towards vaccinations has spread rapidly thanks to the news coverage of 

several news and entertainment media outlets and passionate celebrities such as Jenny 

McCarthy posing as ‘autism experts’ (Hussain et al., 2018). The actress is seen as a symbol for 

the anti-vaccination movement due to her outspokenness about the dangers of vaccinations and 

her claim that vaccines caused her son´s autism (Coleman, 2019; Hall, 2014). These prominent 

influencers mostly promote the agenda of a group called Generation Rescue, which – according 

to this community – try to heal children who are recovering from autism (Generation Rescue, 

2013). The distribution of such misleading and false information has led to a dramatic drop in 

vaccination rates in several Western countries. These developments threaten the herd immunity 

making it easier for formerly preserved diseases such as measles or polio to break out again 

soon (Hussain, Ali, Ahmed, & Hussain, 2018). The low vaccination rate has just recently led to 

a measles outbreak in 23 States in the US. The number of reported measles cases is the highest 

number in the US since 1994 and since the disease was declared as extinguished in 2000 

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019).  

Research (Dixon & Clarke, 2013; Hunsel, Passier, & Grootheest, 2009; Martin, May, & 

Gunnell, 2005) has shown what a great potential impact media coverage of health-risk-related 

topics can have on the opinion of recipients. The impact of heuristic cues on credibility 

assessments and the importance of the credibility of a source in these cases has, however, not 

yet been closely examined. Based on an extensive review of previous research, the following 

paper will introduce essential theoretical concepts to better understand the importance of 

heuristic cues on the evaluation of source credibility and its impact on the people´s opinion on 

the alleged autism-vaccination link. After a definition of trust and credibility, additional 

concepts such as cognitive heuristics as well as research on conformity, the spiral of silence and 

social proof will be discussed in order to form a theoretical basis. Finally, an experimental study 

will give deeper insights into the potential impact of heuristic cues on the credibility assessment 
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of a source (BBC and social media influencer Jenny McCarthy). Furthermore, the potential 

influence of heuristic cues and the resulting conformity effects, as well as a possible impact of 

a source’s perceived credibility on the recipient´s opinion on autism-vaccination link claims, 

will be closely analyzed. 

2 Background 

2.1 Traditional Media Outlets 

The following study defines traditional, well-renowned or well-established media outlets as 

news outlets with a well-known prominence, authority and thus credibility due to their 

established history of high-quality production of content. Questions on the level of perceived 

credibility of traditional news outlets or sources on social media channels have been broadly 

discussed over the past years. Recent studies, however, were able to uncover certain new 

tendencies and developments. The general trust in traditional news outlets seems to be 

increasing in Europe (McGowan, 2017) and the world (Edelman, 2019) while the trust in social 

media platforms seems to be sinking (Edelman, 2019; McGowan, 2017). Especially public 

news media is most trusted in Europe (Matsa, 2018; McGowan, 2017) as well as North America 

(PBS, 2018; Tait, 2018). Furthermore, the Pew Research Center was also able to determine that 

public news outlets are especially well known and reach some of the highest levels of trust and 

credibility (Matsa, 2018). These findings highlight the possible correlation between their good 

reputation and their perceived credibility. Further reasons for the great trust in these well-known 

news outlets are their efforts to be transparent and live up to their unbiased journalistic 

principles and standards which ultimately support democracy (Tait, 2018). An example of one 

of the most trusted public news outlets is, for example, the BBC. It is not only well-known in 

Europe but was also named the most trusted news source in the United States (Passikoff, 2018). 

To ensure a high level of quality in and transparency over their research and news coverage, 

the BBC defined specific guidelines in their Royal Charter. BBC´s recipients can openly access 

their policies on editorial independence and their obligations to the public which include the 

constitutional mandate to contribute to the formation of individual and public opinion and thus 

to a functioning democratic society (BBC, 2017). Their long-proven commitment to journalistic 

and ethical core values as well as their long history of high-quality news reporting can be seen 

as reasons for the high levels of trust and credibility attributed to them by their recipients.  
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2.2 Influential Social Media Users as Source of Information 

The rise of social media channels has opened up new ways of sharing and gathering 

information. People are not dependent on well-established media outlets for news anymore but 

can now access information collected by other users as well as publish and spread their own 

content. Online platforms allow people from different countries, social structures and cultures 

to exchange information and contribute to the growing amount of information and increased 

diversity of opinions (Papacharissi, 2002). Former passive consumers turn now to active 

prosumers who as potential multiplicators may influence the opinions, attitudes and behaviors 

of other people (Bernays, 1947). However, these technological developments have also led to 

several negative consequences. The absence of professional gatekeeping on online platforms to 

ensure accurate information enables the spreading of misleading or false information (Lin, 

Spence, & Lachlan, 2016; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). Due to the freedom of expression in 

democratic countries, different views on a topic cannot be banned - even if the given 

information could mislead the public. In order to push an alternative view on a certain matter 

and to silence other opinions, people flood the internet with alternative facts. Supporters of 

diverging opinions can thus try to suppress other views with the help of social media and 

increase the salience of their opinion. Taking into account the recently increased use of social 

bots to influence public opinion one might suggest that the number of supporters and likes of a 

certain opinion are nowadays more powerful and valuable than actual content and arguments 

themselves. The high number of likes and shares could potentially distort the perception of 

public opinion and ultimately impact political, economic and social decision-making processes 

(Hegelich, 2016). Furthermore, the associated information overload and the wide range of 

views on a certain topic can result in uncertainties and confusion. This leads to a recipient´s 

need for guidance and advice. Influential people who are very outspoken about a certain topic 

on social media can use this uncertainty and influence the opinion of recipients. This kind of 

opinion leadership can be seen as “[…] the degree to which an individual is able to influence 

informally other individuals’ attitudes or overt behavior in a desired way with relative 

frequency.“ (Rogers & Shoemaker, 1971, p. 199). Opinion leaders are usually very sociable, 

accessible and enjoy high social recognition. High social recognition entails both credibility 

and trustworthiness. Opinion leaders are seen as a reliable source of advice and helpful 

orientation (Weimann, 1994). Other users are often the most important sources of information 

for individuals. In contrast to more formal sources, these are often regarded as more credible 
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and are thus favored (Case, Johnson, Andrews, Allard, & Kelly, 2004). Especially famous 

people are often used to bring attention to a matter. Their popularity and reach are often used 

to promote a certain product or cause and impact the opinion of their many followers (Gupta & 

Verma, 2013). Many celebrities campaign for social, political or environmental causes such as 

Pamela Anderson and her fight against animal cruelty (O´Neil, 2018) or the actress Angelina 

Jolie speaking up for women rights and equality (The Associated Press, 2019). Another more 

controversial social media influencer is the actress Jenny McCarthy, who is claiming that 

vaccinations caused her sons autism (Anderson, 2014). Her outspoken critic of vaccinations 

and her constant promotion of her belief in an alleged autism-vaccination link made her a 

symbol of the anti-vaccination movement (Coleman, 2019; Hall, 2014). The above-mentioned 

group Generation Rescue uses her as a testimonial and spokesperson because of her huge 

following of around 1.1 million followers on Facebook (McCarthy, 2019a) and 1.34 million 

followers on Twitter (McCarthy, 2019b) to spread their opinion on vaccinations.  

2.3 Fake News 

Ever since the presidential election campaigns in the United States and the Brexit Referendum 

in 2016, the expression fake news became a known buzzword all over the media and social 

media platforms. Donald Trump was the first to politicize the word to defame mainstream 

media. He accused well-established news outlets with left-winged tendencies to follow a certain 

political agenda in their media coverage on him as a presidential candidate and ultimately as 

president of the United States (Kalsnes, 2018). However, the term is now also mostly used to 

describe the increasing amount of misleading information that is mostly found on online and 

social media platforms (Tandoc Jr., Lim, & Ling, 2018). Recent scandals involving fake news 

have shown the extent and impact they can have given that false information can even 

potentially affect election results (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). Given that the term fake news is 

not a new concept, many definitions are trying to explain what exactly counts as fake news. 

Some definitions implicate that the phenomenon can mostly be found on social media channels 

stating that fake news consists of “viral posts based on fictitious accounts made to look like 

news reports” (Tandoc Jr., Lim, & Ling, 2018). Characteristics of fake news are that they are 

intentionally and verifiably inaccurate and aim to mislead readers. Researchers detected two 

main reasons for the distribution of fake news. On the one hand, people try to write and spread 

as sensational and outrageous news as possible in order to go viral, which can be seen as a 

financial motivation for fake news due to potential advertising revenue. On the other hand, 
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people intentionally instrumentalize disinformation to push certain ideas or persons that are 

favorable or important to their cause while slandering others, which can be seen as an 

ideological motivation (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). A review of several studies related to fake 

news has led the scholars Tandoc Jr., Lim, and Ling (2018) to the classification of several 

different categories of fake news. For example, misleading information can be instrumentalized 

as a form of manipulation or propaganda. Fake news is then used to spread a certain idea or 

ideology. Depending on one’s own attitude towards vaccinations, misleading information can, 

thus, either be seen as information distributed by news outlets which are highly influenced by 

the pharmaceutical industry to increase profit or as information disseminated by anti-

vaccination campaigns to increase their support. A commonality of all categories is that fake 

news tries to come across as real accurate information – often with the aid of imitation – to 

convince the reader to be credible and trustworthy. Given that most of the fake news around the 

anti-vaccination movement and the autism-vaccination link is based on an actual scientific 

article and the people just omit to mention that it was dismissed as inaccurate just a year after 

publication, fake news, in this case, can be seen as fact-based fabrications. In summary and as 

a definition for the following study, fake news are intentionally false stories (Allcott & 

Gentzkow, 2017; Lazer et al., 2018) that are yet perceived as realistic (Fulgoni & Lipsman, 

2017) and thus seen as trustworthy and credible (Visentin, Pizzi, & Pichierri, 2019).  

3 Aim, Purpose and Research Questions  

The misleading information on vaccinations has impacted the opinion of many people (Dixon 

& Clarke, 2013) and led to serious consequences for the public health and safety (Hussain et 

al., 2018). The recent outbreak of measles in the United States – a disease which was eliminated 

in 2000 – is one of many examples for the dangerous developments anti-vaccination campaigns 

reinforce (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019). Entertainment and news media 

as well as many influential people on social media channels such as Jenny McCarthy – often 

with very high numbers of followers – have covered the alleged autism-vaccination link and 

thus contributed to the promotion of the views of the anti-vaccination movements. The 

distribution of such misleading information can mostly be observed on social media platforms 

(Tandoc Jr. et al., 2018). However, also well-established news outlets are known to have 

distributed misleading information due to inaccurate research, especially on health-related 

topics (Health Feedback, 2018). Thus, sources on social media as well as well-renowned 

sources have spread misleading information and ultimately impacted public opinion before. 
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Analyzing whether the actual source of misleading information and its perceived credibility 

could have an impact on the recipients´ opinion on vaccinations could explain the recent drop 

in the vaccination coverage and give new insights into research on source credibility and its 

importance in the health risk communication. Both sources seem to have gained the trust of 

their followers or readers due to diverging factors. Social media influencers mostly seem to 

increase their perception of believability and their impact on recipients due to a rising number 

of followers and their growing popularity while well-established news outlets are perceived as 

trustworthy due to their authority and good reputation. This could lead to the assumption that 

either popularity or authority cues could have an impact on the credibility perception of a 

source.  

The following study will, thus, try to uncover the potential impact of these heuristic cues such 

as the authority of well-established news outlets or the popularity of social media influencers 

on the perceived source credibility of news coverage on autism-vaccination link claims. 

Comparisons will be made between the authority of a well-established news outlet – in this case 

the BBC – on the one side and the compelling popularity of an influential social media user – 

in this case Jenny McCarthy – on the other side. Furthermore, the study aims to uncover whether 

said respective heuristic cues might amplify conformity effects and thus have an impact on a 

recipient´s opinion on a potential autism-vaccination link or whether a high perceived source 

credibility might generally influence attitude change. These aims and considerations lead to the 

following research questions: 

(1)    To what extent do heuristic cues impact the evaluation of a source´s credibility in the 

autism-vaccination debate? 

(2)    To what extent does the perceived credibility of a source affect a recipient´s opinion on a 

potential autism-vaccination link? 

4 Literature Review 

4.1 Research Procedure  

In order to get a comprehensive overview of published studies directly relevant to the present 

research topic several electronic databases were consulted. Relevant main keywords to limit the 

search thematically were ‘source credibility’, ‘anti-vaccination’, ‘heuristic cues’, ‘conformity’ 

and ‘trust’. The search engines Google Scholar, SCOPUS and PRIMO, the electronic database 
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of Jönköping University´s library, were used to get a general outline of already existing, 

relevant academic papers to position the current study in the field of research. The search was 

limited to peer-reviewed journals in the period of 1998 (first relevant research on the credibility 

of online sources) until 2018. A more detailed search was conducted with the aid of 

PsyARTICLES, the Web of Science and JSTOR. After the critical selection of relevant articles 

found in the above-mentioned databases a thorough examination of an article´s references led 

to additional related literature. After a general overview of studies on the current trust in media 

outlets around the world, the review presents 19 peer-reviewed articles in total. The search on 

relevant studies uncovered seven different areas of research ranging from research on credibility 

evaluations of online sources (Fogg, Marshall, Kameda, et al., 2001; Fogg, Marshall, Laraki, et 

al., 2001; Li & Suh, 2015; Metzger, Flanagin, Eyal, Lemus, & Mccann, 2003), cognitive 

heuristics (Fogg, 2003; Metzger, 2007; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Metzger, Flanagin, & 

Medders, 2010; Sbaffi & Rowley, 2017), conformity (Egebark & Ekström, 2011; Westerman, 

Spence, & Van Der Heide, 2012), credibility evaluations of online versus traditional media 

outlets (Daekyung & Johnson, 2009; Johnson & Kaye, 1998, 2004; Kovačič, Erjavec, & Štular, 

2010), credibility of well-established media outlets (Health Feedback, 2018), and the impact of 

health risk communication on a recipient´s opinion (Hunsel et al., 2009; Martin et al., 2005) to 

research on the framing and reception of autism-vaccination link claims (Clarke, 2008; Dixon 

& Clarke, 2013).  

4.2 Previous Research 

The usage and the spread of the term fake news have continuously increased since the 

presidential election campaigns in the United States and the Brexit Referendum in 2016. Several 

incidents had a significant impact on the perception of the credibility of social media outlets 

such as the Cambridge Analytics scandal, which uncovered the efforts to influence the outcome 

of both the presidential election and the Brexit referendum. Moreover, the ‘Pizza Gate’ was 

highly publicized as well in order to impact the result of the polls. Further efforts to distort the 

election results were also caused by a Russian interference, which involved the creation of 

hundreds of fake social media accounts to distribute false information. All these examples have 

one crucial thing in common. False or misleading information was always produced and 

distributed on social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter (Volpicelli, 2018). 

However, according to studies such as a study from the Pew Research Center (Matsa & Shearer, 

2018) showed that 68% of the American adults still get their news on Social Media. For the 
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first time in the research center´s history, social media surpassed traditional media outlets as 

the primary source for information. 76% of the adults prefer reading the news online, while 

only 8% prefer to get information from newspapers (Mitchell, 2018). Interestingly, they also 

uncovered that 57% of the people actually expect the news on social media platforms to be 

largely inaccurate (Matsa & Shearer, 2018). This might lead to the assumption that the quantity 

of the usage of a source does not reflect the actual trust the people have in a source. Reuters 

Digital News Report shows that across all countries, the average trust in the media is by 44% 

while only 23% of the people trust news on social media channels. The disparity of trust in 

social media versus news media is quite high in some countries such as Canada and the United 

Kingdom (UK). In the UK, for example, 41% trust news media outlets while only 18% trust 

news on social media (Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Nielsen, 2018). Recent 

results from the Edelman Trust Barometer studies of the last few years support this trend which 

might suggest an ending of social media as a platform for citizen journalism due to the rising 

amount of false or misleading content. According to the organization, 24% of the UK 

population trust information and news on social media channels while 61% believe in the 

quality of traditional media – the highest result since 2012 (Edelman, 2018). An experimental 

study investigating whether these trends can also be confirmed in the context proposed in this 

case could give a deeper insight into a recipient´s trust in social or traditional media platforms. 

Research on credibility evaluations of online sources 

Due to the digitalization and the constant rise of new technologies, anybody with internet access 

can now turn into a source of information. This wide range of sources has led to a refreshing 

pluralization of opinions and perspectives. However, the vast number of sources makes it 

impossible to ensure and control the accuracy of information disseminated on the internet 

(Habermas, 2008). The rise of new media platforms has sparked the interest of scholars to study 

the credibility of online sources. Studies (e. g. Fogg, Marshall, Kameda, et al., 2001; Fogg, 

Marshall, Laraki, et al., 2001; Metzger, Flanagin, Eyal, Lemus, & Mccann, 2003) tried to 

uncover pivotal factors determining the extent of credibility of different online sources such as 

websites or social media platforms. Research has shown that especially social media platforms 

lack controlling mechanisms to ensure credible information. A study analyzing the empirical 

data of 135 Facebook users aimed to uncover potential factors that could impact the information 

credibility on social media platforms. The results of the study proved a high influence of 

message credibility – in particular argument strength – and medium credibility – in particular 
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interactivity and medium transparency – on the assessment of information credibility online. 

Even though the researchers agreed that the user-generated content on Social Media platforms 

is often met with skepticism the study did not further investigate the effects the source of user-

generated content might have on the credibility evaluation (Li & Suh, 2015). While the present 

study will not focus on medium credibility, it focuses and aims to gain deeper insight into 

possible effects diverging sources on Social Media platforms can have on credibility 

evaluations. 

Research on cognitive heuristics 

Regarding research on source credibility, earlier studies have uncovered positive correlations 

between heuristic cues – such as the listing of an author´s credentials in order to highlight the 

source´s authority or an author´s photograph – and the perception of credibility, trustworthiness 

and perceived expertise of a source (Fogg, Marshall, Kameda, et al., 2001; Fogg, Marshall, 

Laraki, et al., 2001). These early attempts, however, fail to use theoretical concepts to try to 

explain why these heuristic cues influenced the perception of credibility. A deeper analysis of 

the motivations behind the use of these cues as verification strategies for credibility uncovered 

the recipients´ motive to occupy the least amount of time and mental effort (Fogg, 2003; 

Metzger, 2007; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Metzger et al., 2010). Metzger and Flanagin (2013) 

discovered different kinds of strategies involving cognitive heuristics in the decision-making 

process. A prominent strategy highlighting the people´s omnipresent need for conformity is, for 

example, the endorsement or bandwagon heuristics that suggest that people are more willing to 

believe information and sources if the majority does so as well or if the source is recommended 

or positively reviewed by others. These studies on the use of cognitive heuristics for the 

evaluation of credibility are mostly based on experimental studies. Experiments to find out the 

impact of heuristic cues have been proven to be an adequate way. The present experimental 

study will expand these findings on the influence of heuristics on credibility assessments and 

deepen their insights with the help of an additional focus on the impact of the reputation of 

well-known media outlets on perceptions of credibility. Additional studies that add to the 

examination of different strategies to evaluate source credibility further focus on the need for 

conformity and group-based credibility evaluations. According to a study by Metzger et al. 

(2010), scholars mostly assumed that the assessment of credibility largely happens in isolation 

and free from external factors and through complex cognitive efforts. Metzger and her 

colleagues challenge this assumption by hypothesizing that the evaluation of credibility is 
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actually a very social and group-based assessment. The study used Petty and Cacioppo’s 

elaboration likelihood model and Chaiken and Eagly’s heuristic-systematic model of 

information processing to further investigate whether internet users rely on cognitive heuristics 

to evaluate source credibility. Results from multiple in-depth focus group sessions uncovered 

the importance of group-based tools such as the number of testimonials or reviews and ratings 

to assess credibility. Participants claimed to rely on and pay attention, particularly to negative 

reviews when deciding to trust or distrust a source. The present study will further examine the 

uncovered group-based assessments and their influence on source credibility under 

circumstances which are less prone to reactiveness with the aid of a field experiment.  

A further study on potential factors influencing the trust and credibility assessments of different 

sources of web-based health information reviewed 73 empirical studies published from 2000 

onward on the matter. The results indicated an overall consensus that the authority of a source 

can have a positive impact on its credibility evaluation (Sbaffi & Rowley, 2017). The current 

study will try to uncover whether a potential positive influence of authority or a potential 

positive influence of perceived popularity might have a more significant impact on the 

assessment of source credibility in the context of the vaccination controversy.  

Research on conformity  

Furthermore, in relation to the need for conformity and group-based decision-making processes, 

Egebark and Ekström (2011) proved the power of conformity on social media platforms. 

Results from a natural field experiment showed that people were more willing to also like a 

textually based post if the post already had other people liking it before, proving that people do 

indeed rely on the assessment of others. Also Westerman, Spence, and Van Der Heide (2012) 

analyzed the impact of social media networking information on evaluations of a source. By 

manipulating the follower numbers of Twitter profiles, they were able to uncover a positive 

correlation between the number of followers and perceptions of the trustworthiness and 

expertise of a source. The present study will try to uncover whether the popularity of a source 

and its high number of followers might also have an impact on the credibility assessment of the 

source and ultimately the recipients´ opinion. 

Research on credibility evaluations of online versus traditional media outlets  

Studies have been conducted that compare and analyze potential differences in the credibility 

evaluation of online versus traditional media sources (Daekyung & Johnson, 2009; Johnson & 
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Kaye, 1998, 2004; Kovačič et al., 2010). All the survey-based studies concluded that online 

sources were perceived as more credible than traditional media sources. However, it should be 

mentioned that a few studies had their focus on specific countries such as Slovenia (Kovačič et 

al., 2010) and South Korea (Daekyung & Johnson, 2009) or are rather older (Johnson & Kaye, 

1998, 2004). While these studies limited online sources to web-based newspapers and blogs, 

the present study will focus on user-generated content from social media influencers on social 

media platforms as an online source for information.  This might give new insights into different 

credibility evaluations of social media sources and well-known news outlets – particularly when 

considering the latest results of the trust in various media platforms that might change the results 

of perceived credibility of diverging sources.   

Research on the credibility of well-established news outlets 

Most of the research on online credibility is focused on news information or politics (A. 

Flanagin & Metzger, 2017; Johnson & Kaye, 2010b, 2010a; Metzger et al., 2010; Mitchelstein 

& Boczkowski, 2010). However, research on the differences between the source credibility of 

web-based and traditional media outlets is lacking. Some studies, such as a recent study from 

the scientist network Health Feedback (2018) examined how credible and accurate popular 

articles from established news outlets are. An analysis of the ten most shared articles from well-

renowned websites and news outlets such as the Daily Mail New Scientist, CNN or the Time 

showed that only three of the articles were considered to be highly credible. The rest was either 

misleading or contained false information. One story by the Guardian was, for instance, found 

“not credible and potentially harmful” (Health Feedback, 2018) due to its lack of research 

studies or original sources backing up the written claims.  

Research on the impact of health risk communication on attitudes 

Research regarding the general topic of health risk communication mainly focuses on the 

impact reporting on potential health risks can have on the population. Two studies uncovered 

the influence of documentaries from public broadcasting companies – the Dutch public 

television program TROS (Hunsel, Passier, & Grootheest, 2009) and the British public 

broadcaster BBC (Martin, May, & Gunnell, 2005). Both studies showed that after the airing of 

documentaries on negative effects of antidepressants and statins the usage of the drugs went 

down dramatically. These results prove an impact on people´s opinion on the matter. However, 
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it does not show whether the fact that it was sent from public broadcasting companies that are 

well respected had something to do with their trust in the information.  

Research on the framing and reception of autism-vaccination link claims 

Studies on the autism-vaccine link focus on the different ways the matter was communicated in 

the media (e. g. Clarke, 2008) and how different representations have an impact on the people´s 

opinion whether a link between autism and vaccines exist. Both approaches are concentrated 

on the diverging content of news texts. On the basis of an experimental study, Dixon and Clarke 

(2013) studied the reception of balanced representations of the autism-vaccine controversy 

versus individual representations of either the pro- or anti-link perspectives. It was investigated 

how these different representations have an impact on the participants’ opinion on the 

possibility of a link between vaccinations and autism. In order to not falsify the results, the 

scholars removed journalist affiliations and source titles. Thus, the focus of this study is on the 

message credibility of texts. The present study will examine whether exactly this information 

on the source has an essential impact on the perceived credibility of the information and the 

opinion of the recipients of the texts. 

4.3 Significance of the Study 

A review of previous research has uncovered several studies from different subareas that are 

pertinent to the present study. Research on evaluations of online sources mostly focused on the 

message and medium credibility of social media platforms (Li & Suh, 2015). However, it was 

not investigated what effects sources of user-generated content might have on source credibility 

evaluations. The present study will try to uncover how high recipients evaluate the source 

credibility of sources of user-generated content and compare these with the perceived source 

credibility of well-established news sources. Studies on cognitive heuristics used in-depth 

interviews (Metzger et al., 2010) as well as experimental studies (Fogg et al., 2003; Fogg, 

Marshall, Kameda, et al., 2001) to analyze effects of heuristic cues and group-based decision-

making processes on credibility assessments. The present study could deepen these insights into 

heuristic cues by adding comparisons of the effects of endorsement cues of social media sources 

and authority cues of well-established news sources on credibility perceptions. Furthermore, 

experimental studies on conformity analyzed whether effects of normative conformity have an 

impact on a recipient´s opinion or assessment of a source. Their focus, however, was solemnly 

on the impact of social influence (Egebark & Ekström, 2011; Westerman et al., 2012). The 
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present study will include popularity as well as authority cues in its experimental design, which 

could potentially trigger effects of normative as well as informational conformity. A 

comparison of different heuristic cues that could potentially trigger both forms of conformity 

effects could give new insights into research on conformity. Survey-based studies on traditional 

news sources versus sources from online platforms uncovered that people seemed to trust online 

sources more than traditional media outlets (Daekyung & Johnson, 2009; Johnson & Kaye, 

1998, 2004; Kovačič et al., 2010). However, given that recent studies have uncovered a shift in 

perceived levels of credibility of these platforms (Edelman, 2018; Newman et al., 2018), these 

rather old results seem outdated. New comparisons could give new insights into possible 

differences. Research on the impact of health risk communication on attitudes has discovered 

that the news outlets´ media coverage of health-related topics has led to a significant impact on 

the behavior and attitudes of recipients (Hunsel et al., 2009; Martin et al., 2005). Nevertheless, 

the studies did not examine whether these changes resulted from potentially high levels of 

perceived credibility of the respective public broadcasting companies. The present study will 

try to uncover whether these changes in attitudes and behaviors could differ depending on the 

source of the message. Lastly, studies on the alleged autism-vaccination link uncovered that 

different representations of a possible link between autism and vaccinations impacted the 

recipients´ opinion on the matter. The studies, however, only focused on the impact diverging 

contents had on the recipients´ attitudes (Clarke, 2008; Dixon & Clarke, 2013). The present 

study aims to examine whether diverging sources could also influence the opinion of recipients.  

5 Theoretical Framework 

The following section will give an overview of theoretical approaches which will serve as a 

basis for the present study. This theoretical framework ranges from the concepts of trust, 

credibility and heuristic cues to a closer description of conformity effects and the influence of 

media outlets and opinion leaders on the public opinion.  

5.1 Trust 

The concept of trust has been researched with great interest in the social sciences since the 

1990s (Earle & Cvetkovich, 1995; Giddens, 1990; Hardin, 2002; Misztal, 1996). Trust is a 

crucial element of a working social order and solidarity. In relation to communication research, 

it is a key concept for the perception and evaluation of the news media. Trust can be seen as 
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necessary compensation for the risk we are taking when handing over control to another entity. 

Certainty and knowledge are substituted by trust seeing that a trusting agent can never be sure 

whether her or his trust is guaranteed (Kohring & Matthes, 2007). The trusting actor usually 

expects a certain action from the other agent in a near or far future while at the same time 

lacking knowledge of the actual outcome. This entails a certain risk one has to take since an 

open future, and anticipated risk are crucial elements for any trust situation (Kohring & Matthes, 

2007). Due to a lack of resources such as knowledge, money or time, people are dependent on 

the news media as a vital source to select and communicate relevant information on public 

issues. Citizens rely on the news media to properly filter, select and spread relevant information 

on the political and social life within the society and thus enter a trust situation considering the 

risk of being lied to or missing out on essential information. The media is expected to deliver 

accurate information as an exchange for the given trust. Failing to meet given expectations can 

lead to less willingness to accept an uncertain future and perceived risk resulting in the loss of 

trust in particular media outlets (Kohring & Matthes, 2007). 

In order to reduce one’s risks associated with the formation of trust in another entity, recipients 

often rely on cues to evaluate the credibility of a source (Kelton, Fleischmann, & Wallace, 

2008). The terms trust and credibility are often used interchangeably in the literature (Fogg & 

Tseng, 1999). Trust can generally be understood as a conscious act made by a recipient, and the 

term credibility is mostly used in context with sources or information (Lucassen, 2013).  

5.2 Credibility 

The people´s dependency on traditional news media outlets for information on the political and 

social life has decreased over the last decades since a vast number of new potential sources for 

information came with the start of the digital era. Blogs, user-generated content, tweets and 

posts on various social media platforms are new alternatives to get information. Due to the 

continually increasing amount of information that can be found on the internet, the risk of fraud 

and misleading information has grown simultaneously. Never before has the evaluation of 

credibility been more crucial than now.  

Media credibility can be understood as a perceived quality that is based on various factors, and 

that can be divided into three main categories – medium, message, and source credibility. 

Medium credibility concentrates on credibility assessment of the various media channels 

through which information can be published such as television, radio or social media platforms. 
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The perception of the credibility of information can vary depending on a person´s credibility 

evaluation of the media platform the information was published on (e. g. Metzger et al., 2003; 

Sundar, 2008). The second category message credibility generally focuses on the evaluation of 

the content, language or structure of a message to assess its credibility. Researchers typically 

manipulate the content of messages in the course of experimental designs to uncover whether 

different message characteristics might influence the perception of credibility. These studies 

have also revealed the high influence especially credibility assessments of a source – the third 

category of credibility – can have on the evaluation of the credibility of a text (Metzger et al., 

2003). According to O´Keefe (2002), credibility can be seen as the judgment a recipient makes 

on the believability of a communicator. Source credibility is a receiver-based construct that tries 

to determine the degree of a recipient´s willingness to accept a speaker and the delivered 

information (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953). Early research on source credibility and its 

potential impact on the formation of opinions gave further insights into possible factors 

influencing credibility evaluations. Hovland et al. (1953) introduced the two dominant 

dimensions trustworthiness and expertise attributed by the recipients as factors that highly 

impact the perceived quality of a source. Trustworthiness can be understood as the source´s 

willingness to communicate truthfully while the expertise is terminated by the perceived ability 

of a source to make accurate statements. Further essential factors identified by research on 

source credibility are the perception of accuracy as well as authenticity (Appelman & Sundar, 

2016; Gunter, Campbell, Touri, & Gibson, 2009).  

Due to technological developments starting at the end of the 20th-century findings of the 

research on credibility assessment of traditional media outlets were transferred and adapted to 

research on credibility evaluations of online sources. Comparable to the original aspects that 

impact a source´s credibility, web-based sources also need to be believable, unbiased and 

trustworthy (Metzger et al., 2003). Similar to Hovland and his colleagues´ view, Petty and 

Cacioppo (1986) promoted the importance of the perception of knowledge for the credibility 

evaluation of a source, calling it competence instead of expertise. Next to factors related to the 

perceived knowledge and expertise of a source research also uncovered the essential role of a 

communicator´s positive characteristics which can influence a recipient´s acceptance of 

information (Dou, Walden, Lee, & Lee, 2012; Hovland et al., 1953; Ohanian, 1991; 

Pornpitakpan, 2004). Closely related to the perception of knowledge is the perceived authority 

of a source influencing source credibility. Possible sources of knowledge and expertise are 
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judged based on their reputation and accomplishments. Sources with a long history of producing 

high-quality publications become known for their authority, reliability and credibility in the 

market (Rieh, 2010). Researchers have agreed that the combination of essential factors 

determines the level of perceived credibility of a source. However, due to the vast number of 

potential elements influencing perceptions of credibility, researchers have not been able to 

agree on the exact combination of said factors. In an effort to create a standardized measurement 

of perceived source credibility, researchers tried to develop valid credibility scales. One of the 

first constructed instruments, for example, was created by Gaziano and McGrath (1986) 

defining in total 12 different factors – such as accuracy, bias and fairness – to measure the level 

of perception of credibility. The scale has often been used as a basis for further refined 

instruments by researchers such as Abdulla, Garrison, Salwen, Driscoll, & Casey (2005) who 

converted and shortened the instrument. Remaining issues regarding the quality criteria of the 

scale were addressed by Yale, Jensen, Carcioppolo, Sun, & Liu (2015) who were able to 

increase the scale´s validity and reliability. This version of an instrument measuring credibility 

contains essential factors summarized into the three categories balance, honesty, and currency. 

The scale and its included factors will be used in the present study to determine the level of 

perceived source credibility.  

In the course of research on potential factors impacting source credibility, researchers 

additionally tried to uncover their relative effectiveness on attitude changes. It has been proven 

that sources with high credibility rates can influence the opinion of a recipient in favor of the 

viewpoints advocated by the source of information (Hovland et al., 1953). These sources are 

seen as particularly useful and reliable (Ko, Kirsch, & King, 2005). 

Due to the technological developments of the digital era, the production and dissemination of 

information does not solemnly depend on highly credible sources or the traditional mass media 

anymore but can be done by anybody with internet access. This freedom, however, leads to a 

loss of control mechanisms which ensure the quality and accurateness of content (Metzger & 

Flanagin, 2013). User-generated content or so-called citizen journalism in the form of social 

media posts or blogs stands in stark contrast with well-established news outlets. In more 

traditional media environments, media outlets are usually obliged to fulfil strict requirements 

and follow journalistic codes of ethics before disseminating information to the public. Those 

more regulated sources usually employ qualified journalists who have undergone formal 

journalistic training, which ensures experience as well as expertise (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). 
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Journalists are led by journalistic core values that encourage them to strive for truth, accuracy, 

independence, fairness and impartiality (Ethical Journalism Network, 2019). Further 

journalistic norms such as authority and objectivity are often seen as a warrant for the credibility 

of a news outlet (Singer, 2008). These limitations, prerequisites and principles give especially 

well-renowned media outlets an inherently somewhat credible image and support credibility 

evaluations of messages. The absence of professional gatekeeping in online environments 

forces consumers to constantly assess the credibility of messages and sources when receiving 

information (Lin et al., 2016). The vast number of potential sources and the huge amount of 

information leads to an information and cognitive overload. Schweiger (1998) anticipated that 

people would need simple strategies to quickly evaluate source credibility and validate 

information online. He understood that non-content cues would be essential for the screening 

of news and the selection and evaluation of sources which are complicated by the sheer overload 

of information. To simplify the process, save time and avoid confusion, people nowadays tend 

to use certain heuristic cues to accelerate the evaluation of a source´s credibility (Fogg, 2003; 

Metzger, 2007).  

5.3 Heuristic Cues 

Constant technological developments increase the vast number of platforms to consume and 

publish content. This consequently leads to an information overload and the need to 

strategically and effectively evaluate the credibility of information and their sources. Research 

has shown that consumers dedicate relatively little effort to evaluate the validity of information 

(Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994; Chen & Chaiken, 1999; Metzger, 2007; Metzger & Flanagin, 

2013; Metzger et al., 2010; Walther, 1994). Fogg et al. (2003) even go so far to say that „[…] 

one could argue that people typically process Web information in superficial ways, that using 

peripheral cues is the rule of Web use, not the exception” (p. 15). Recipients tend to engage in 

a so-called cognitive heuristic processing to minimize the effort of validation. Rather than using 

a more systematic processing of content and argumentation recipients typically rely on more 

accessible information such as non-content or heuristic cues to validate information (Chen & 

Chaiken, 1999; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Metzger et al., 2010; Walther, 1994). Heuristic 

processing or the reliance on heuristic cues can be understood as the use of mental shortcuts to 

form judgmental rules that facilitate a quick evaluation of credibility (Metzger et al., 2010). 

Even though some researchers argue that the use of cognitive heuristics could lead to biased or 

incorrect processing of information (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974) the majority of scientists 
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agrees that heuristic processing strategies are the most common and efficient ones and as 

effective as any other strategy that might entail more cognitive effort (Gigerenzer & Todd, 

1999; Gladwell, 2005). The primary traditional heuristic strategy to accept or reject the validity 

of a message is to evaluate the source of an information (Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994; Sundar, 

2008). The examination of thought processes during credibility assessments in online 

environments has been proven to be a mostly heuristic process (Metzger et al., 2010; 

Taraborelli, 2008). Reasons for this could be that Internet users are more dependent on heuristic 

cues visible on the respective online platforms than in face-to-face communications (Walther 

& Jang, 2012). Heuristic cues can be seen as non-content attributes that accompany or surround 

a message. Since credibility considerations mostly focus on the source of a text, cognitive 

heuristics are often triggered by so-called agency cues that support the perception of credibility 

by highlighting different characteristics of a source (Sundar, 2008). Research on said heuristic 

cues was able to define a variety of different heuristic strategies commonly used to quickly 

evaluate source credibility. The uncovered strategies are not mutually exclusive but can be 

combined and recombined. However, they can be loosely categorized into “[…] reputation, 

endorsement, consistency, self-confirmation, expectancy violation, and persuasive intent.” 

(Metzger & Flanagin, 2013, p. 214, emphasis in original). Considering the research interest of 

the present study, the following passage will only focus on the strategies of reputation and 

endorsement heuristics.  

One of the most fundamental main criteria for the evaluation of credibility is whether a source 

is perceived as an authority or not. The identification of authority and expertise, indicating the 

skills and knowledge of a messenger, are key factors of source credibility (Fogg & Tseng, 1999; 

Stiff, 1994). Taking into account the importance of reputation or the recognition of a specific 

news brand or name is an essential heuristic strategy to minimize the effort and time to validate 

information. The reputation heuristics is based on the simple notion of favoring known and 

proven sources over unfamiliar ones. People who recognize the name of a source are more 

likely to trust the information and classify it as credible without even considering the quality of 

argumentation. This (often unintentional) positive impact on source assessments is also known 

as a recognition heuristic (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). A source´s perceived authority directly 

projects a sense of significance and validity onto the published information (Sundar, 2008). 

High perceptions of authority are positively correlated with a high perception of source 

credibility (Koh & Sundar, 2010). This reputation heuristic is especially pertinent to evaluations 
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of credibility due to the “[…] human tendency to believe that prestigious people cannot be 

wrong.” (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013, p. 215). The highly thematized topic of fake news has 

reinforced the good reputation of well-established news outlets with a long history of publishing 

high-quality content – such as the BBC – making them appear as a figure of authority in the 

media landscape. Taking these new developments into account, recipients might use the 

reputation heuristic to make snap judgments accepting or rejecting a message by determining 

whether it came from a trustworthy official authority or an alternative source. Especially young 

people and college students tend to be affected by authority heuristics due to their recent, 

lengthy and intense socialization telling them to listen and oblige to authority figures (Sundar, 

2008). 

Even though some sources of information on social media platforms might lack authority or a 

good reputation, other factors could highly influence credibility assessments in their favor as 

well. Sundar (2008) uncovered that especially young adults are easily influenced by their peers. 

The different tools and features on social media platforms allow users to make peer-to-peer 

evaluations of credibility which could potentially diminish the importance of traditional 

authority figures as credible sources (Metzger & Flanagin, 2008, 2013). From the beginning of 

research on persuasive communication, scientists observed a great influence deriving from 

interpersonal communication on the opinion of people. Recipients are more likely to trust their 

peers and adopt their opinion than adapting to the views of the mass media or other sources of 

authority (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). The trust in the opinion of a peer on a certain matter is 

also a heuristic strategy to validate information and known as the endorsement (Metzger & 

Flanagin, 2013) or bandwagon heuristic (Sundar, 2008). 

The endorsement heuristic assumes that people are more willing to believe other persons or 

sources when other peers approve of them as well. If information comes from known sources 

or from unknown sources that were recommended, positively reviewed or rated by others 

people are more inclined to trust without further inspecting the content or messenger (Metzger 

et al., 2010). Studies on persuasive behavior and credibility on Social Media platforms mostly 

focus on the perceived credibility of the source who has posted the information (Cunningham 

& Bright, 2012; Edwards, Spence, Gentile, & Edwards, 2013; Hwang, 2013; Park, Xiang, 

Josiam, & Kim, 2014). A commonly used heuristic strategy to quickly evaluate a person posting 

information on Social Media platforms is the so-called bandwagon heuristic. This rule of thumb 

is based on the notion suggesting if other people like a post/article or the source of a text, then 
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the recipient should like it too. The visible agreement/approval of many different users creates 

a sense of popularity of the message and the source leading the recipient to evaluate the 

post/article and source as credible (Appelman & Sundar, 2016). Signs of positive affirmation 

increase the perceived credibility of a source and their published information (Sundar, Xu, & 

Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2009). Sundar viewed the bandwagon heuristic as a strong influence on 

credibility since it implicates “[…] collective endorsement and popularity of the underlying 

content.” (Sundar, 2008, p. 84). Given the current popularity of social media platforms and 

other collaborative websites “[…], the prominence of others as sources and the bandwagon 

heuristic they cue with their implicit endorsement of various cultural products, we may be 

witnessing a shift from independent to social assessment of credibility.” (Sundar, 2008, p. 84). 

Metzger et al. (2010) agree with this observation stating that previous research assumed that 

people assessed the credibility of a source and its content in complete isolation. However, 

credibility evaluations on social media platforms are more of a group-based decision-making 

process highly influenced by heuristic cues. New group-based tools such as the linking and 

sharing of content or the number of followers of a person on these platforms support the impact 

of bandwagon effects on the perception of credibility. The number of friends on a Facebook 

profile, for example, can impact the perception of a Facebook user´s popularity, characteristics, 

and social attraction (Tong, Heide, Langwell, & Walther, 2008). A high number of followers 

might indicate that people find the information the source shares as meaningful, informative 

and credible suggesting a positive correlation between the number of followers and high levels 

of source credibility (Westerman et al., 2012).  

The reputation heuristic, as well as the endorsement/bandwagon heuristic, have both been 

proven to be influential on the source credibility evaluation process and opinion of a recipient. 

Regarding the evaluation of source credibility, however, judgments are mostly based on the 

expertise and knowledge of the source (Hovland et al., 1953; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 

Expertise and knowledge are primarily associated with a high perceived authority of a source 

(Rieh, 2010). Authority cues could, thus, particularly influence perceptions of credibility. 

Deeper insights into the potential influence of authority, as well as popularity cues on the 

opinion of recipients, could be further explained with the help of conformity effects.  
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5.4 Conformity 

Both the reputation heuristic and the bandwagon heuristic are based on the assumption that 

people feel the need to conform with either authority figures or popular sources. A need for 

conformity leads to changes in attitudes or behaviors to either fit in with a group or as a result 

of a need for guidance when lacking knowledge in a certain situation. Early research on 

conformity has uncovered different reasons for the development of conformity effects on 

individuals within a society. In the course of their studies on group pressure, Deutsch and 

Gerard (1955) discovered two types of conformity which can be categorized as informational 

and normative conformity. In the case of informational conformity, people tend to agree with 

the opinion of another person or group due to lack of knowledge about a specific matter or in 

situations of unclarity and confusion. The current informational overload on online platforms 

could translate to a great need for guidance from an authority figure. Authority cues could here 

be used as a symbol of expertise and knowledge. Due to their limited knowledge, they compare 

their behavior with others. In the process of internalization, the people accept the given opinion 

and adapt their attitudes and behavior accordingly.  

First significant studies on conformity started with research by Sherif (1936) and Asch (1956). 

They examined potential attitude changes influenced by group pressure and conformity effects. 

Both scientists uncovered in their experiments that people in a group tend to distance 

themselves from their judgement and adapt to the opinion of the majority. However, adapting 

to the prevailing group norm does not always result from a lack of knowledge but also from the 

primal and inherent need for inclusion and a fear of being ridiculed or rejected. Research has 

put a particularly extended focus on the impact social influence, and group pressure can have 

on the opinion of a person (Cialdini, 2007; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Noelle-Neumann, 1991). 

People usually do not want to stand out but would rather fit in with a group. Agreeing with the 

group norm can be seen as a form of compliance. People publicly adopt the opinion of the 

majority even if they secretly disagree with the prevailing attitude. Bandwagon cues, such as 

the number of followers or likes on social media platforms, could be seen as markers that 

symbolize popularity. The resulting perception of an (alleged) majority of opinion increases the 

social influence on the recipient to conform (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). Furthermore, among 

other assumptions, Deutsch and Gerard hypothesized that effects of normative social influence 

are reduced when people show fewer signs of a need for conformity but are confident to trust 

in and publicly articulate their own opinion. The degree of conformity can thus vary in different 
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cases.  Nevertheless, several scholars were able to prove that social pressure to conform is 

particularly strong in the case of open and public expression of opinion (Asch, 1956; Deutsch 

& Gerard, 1955; Insko, Smith, Alicke, Wade, & Taylor, 1985).  

Similar to the bandwagon effects mentioned in the endorsement/bandwagon heuristic, Elisabeth 

Noelle-Neuman (1991) incorporated these observations on conformity in her theoretical 

concept of the so-called spiral of silence. This approach on the formation and processing of 

public opinion assumes, on the one hand, that individuals tend to remain silent if they think that 

the majority of the public does not share their opinion on a specific topic. On the other hand, 

people who agree with the majority opinion are more willing to state their views publicly. The 

reason for the silence is the fear of social isolation, which can follow if the majority opinion 

deviates from a person´s own judgment. The silence generated by the process of public opinion 

thus stems from the need to avoid negative sanctions. If individuals find themselves in 

agreement with the majority opinion, they confidently participate in the conversation and are 

comfortable to speak out publicly. The people who see themselves in contradiction with the 

majority opinion become more cautious and remain silent. While the majority opinion gains 

more and more salience and dominance, the pressure of social isolation on supporters of the 

minority opinion increases simultaneously, which ultimately silences any other viewpoints. 

Nevertheless, the willingness of advocates of a minority opinion to speak their mind can be 

increased significantly if the group receives support from the media or other influential people. 

The resulting publicity of a former minority opinion can consequently be represented as the 

general public opinion and thus regain more traction (Noelle-Neumann, 1991). Similar to the 

above-mentioned heuristic strategies also Cialdini (2007) assumes that people use shortcuts 

influenced by conformity effects to form their opinions and behavior. He agrees that “[t]he 

greater the number of people who find any idea correct, the more a given individual will 

perceive the idea to be correct" (Cialdini, 2007, p. 105). His concept of social proof is thus used 

by people to validate their attitudes and actions.  

Observations on informational conformity and normative social influence which can both be 

triggered by authority or bandwagon cues have been proven to be highly influential on the 

formation and processing of opinions and behavior (Cialdini, 2007; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; 

Noelle-Neumann, 1991). The extent of a potential influence of conformity effects on a person 

depends on the level of the individual need for conformity and tendencies to restrict oneself 

from publicly stating an own opinion (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). A closer examination of 
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diverging heuristic cues that convey either authority/expertise or popularity, their potential 

strengthening of conformity effects as well as their resulting possible influence on the formation 

and processing of attitudes could add to the research on conformity effects.  

5.5 The Impact of Media Outlets and Opinion Leaders on Public Opinion 

Despite the in 5.2 mentioned journalists’ efforts to abide by their journalistic core values to 

ensure an impartial and balanced coverage of current events and issues, they are still highly 

influenced by several external factors. Media representations of a topic can generally be seen 

as social constructs of a perceived reality. According to the constructional approach, journalists 

are highly impacted by their personal beliefs and attitudes towards the topic they are covering. 

The resulting presentation of an issue shapes an alternative and new version of reality and 

commonly accepted ‘truth’. Furthermore, the coverage by traditional media outlets is also 

highly influenced by current power structures within society. This increases the importance to 

take the context of the production as well as the reception of information into account (Orgad, 

2012). Interests and attitudes of dominant groups such as politicians or lobby groups can 

influence the representation of issues according to their own beliefs and ideologies to support 

their agenda. The reinforcement and distribution of ideologies from a ruling elite are also known 

as hegemony (Gramsci, 1968). The constant promotion of dominant viewpoints turns majority 

opinions into common knowledge, which is ultimately accepted by society as the perceived 

‘truth’ (Orgad, 2012). A media outlet´s political tendency or its financial support can, thus, be 

used by dominant groups to instrumentalize the media to shape public opinion (Shoemaker, 

1987). These resulting power relations impact the way issues are perceived in the general public 

(Althusser, 2004). 

Nevertheless, also the media is a powerful actor in the public sphere. Given that the media and 

journalists are seen as political watchdogs, they also have the power to influence decision-

making processes in the political sphere by pointing out injustices (Callaghan & Schnell, 2001). 

The journalists´ subjective selection of topics and the highlighting and obscuring of facts can 

also shape public opinion (Gans, 1980). The media´s influence on society, culture as well as 

the general popular belief is also known as mediatization. This concept has also been used to 

describe the great impact the mass media has over research. The media plays an essential role 

in the production and distribution of knowledge that has been gathered through research and 

science. Common knowledge on diseases – or in this case vaccinations – has been shaped, 
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publicized and shared by mass media. Public discussions, as well as the legitimization of 

scientific findings, are promoted in the media (Väliverronen, 2001). The constant highlighting 

of the benefits of vaccinations in the media, for example, has highly influenced public opinion 

and turned it into common knowledge. Anti-vaccination movements are, thus, trying to 

challenge this perceived truth which has been shaped by dominating groups such as the 

pharmaceutical industry, politicians, scientists and the mass media. The mass media’s inherent 

power to shape public opinion with the aid of its recently increased perceived credibility 

supports the assumption that the perception of authority and a good reputation has an essential 

impact on public opinion. Authority cues which fortify this perception could, therefore, extend 

a recipient´s need for conformity and further increase the willingness to adopt a given opinion.  

In contrast to the belief in a direct influence the mass media supposedly has on the recipients, 

scientists developed the two-step flow of communication. Central to this model is the crucial 

role of opinion leaders in the distribution of information. Lazarsfeld and Katz (1962) rejected 

the idea of a simple, direct and vertical influence of the mass media on recipients in form of a 

mass persuasion process, but highlighted that a distribution of knowledge on a more horizontal 

level by opinion leaders who reach a broader, less informed mass needs to be taken into account 

as well. The two-step flow of communication assumes that opinion leaders select and filter 

information before they subsequently share it with their followers. By modifying or reducing 

information or by adding one's own opinion, they assume the role of a gatekeeper that ultimately 

influences the way certain issues or events are perceived (Turnbull & Meenaghan, 1980). 

Opinion leaders function as intermediate links between the mass media and the resulting 

opinions, decisions and actions of recipients (Lazarsfeld & Katz, 1962). Opinion leaders must 

meet several requirements in order to successfully impact public opinion. The foundation for 

their influence is first and foremost, their perceived credibility. These influencers need to be 

perceived as knowledgeable and as an expert in their respective field (Dressler & Telle, 2009).  

An important factor in their influence on recipients is also the proximity to their target group. 

People tend to trust other people who share the same beliefs, values and social background with 

them. The credibility and impact of an opinion leader increases if recipients can identify with 

them on a personal level (Dressler & Telle, 2009; Lazarsfeld & Katz, 1962). A close relation to 

the target group and a shared value system can be more influential on the opinion of recipients 

than a potential impact by authority figures (Berenda, 1950). Similar to the endorsement 

heuristics, opinion leaders are successfully influencing their followers if other peers trust them 
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as a source as well. Given that opinion leaders are seen as a role model for them and other 

members of their peer group people are more willing to adapt to their viewpoints (Jäckel, 2011).  

Also, the popularity of an opinion leader is important. The larger their network, the more 

pronounced, is their perceived opinion leadership. On the one hand, this could be attributed to 

the fact that opinion leaders can reach more people by expanding their reach and thus potentially 

influence more people. On the other hand, a high number of followers could also be seen as an 

extremely persuasive factor by itself. A person's number of friends or followers on social 

networks can be seen as an indicator of popularity. The number of friends or followers is openly 

accessible on social platforms and can be used as a measurement for the sociometric popularity 

of a user (Tong, Van der Heide, Langwell, & Walther, 2008). In contrast to a generally 

perceived popularity, where popular people are described as very dominant but not necessarily 

popular in the group, people with high sociometric popularity are considered extremely popular.  

They are often associated with positive qualities such as trustworthiness and friendliness 

(Parkhurst, T. & Hopmeyer, 1998). The number of friends on social networks can, thus, be seen 

by other users as a symbol for their popularity. This suggests a positive correlation between the 

size of a person's social network and his popularity (Tong et al., 2008). Popularity cues that 

highlight an opinion leader´s popularity could, therefore, increase potential conformity effects 

and positively influence the opinion of recipients. 

6 Hypotheses  

As illustrated in figure 1 and on basis of the preceding theoretical framework the following 

study will try to analyze the roles of source credibility and heuristic cues in the vaccine debate.  

Figure 1 - Illustration of the Research Elements 
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The in the theoretical framework discussed research on source credibility has indicated that 

people tend to rely on heuristic strategies to evaluate the level of credibility of a source. In order 

to further analyze these theoretical considerations and to show tendencies that might suggest an 

influence of heuristic cues on the evaluation of credibility, the first leading research question 

is: 

(1)    To what extent do heuristic cues impact the evaluation of a source´s credibility in the 

autism-vaccination debate? 

New technological developments have increased the number of potential sources of information 

and led to general information overload. In order to strategically and effectively evaluate the 

validity of information, people have developed certain strategies to minimize the effort, save 

time and avoid confusion. Recipients tend to rely on certain shortcuts or so-called heuristic cues 

to accelerate the process of evaluating the credibility of a source and its information (Chen & 

Chaiken, 1999; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Metzger et al., 2010; Walther, 1994). Research has 

proven that thought processes during credibility evaluations are mostly heuristic processes, 

especially in online environments (Metzger et al., 2010; Taraborelli, 2008).  The main heuristic 

strategies that recipients mostly use to assess information are either the reputation or the 

endorsement/bandwagon heuristic. 

On the one hand, the reputation heuristic is based on the assumption that people tend to favor 

known or proven sources over unfamiliar ones. The recognition of a source´s name, a good 

reputation as well as the perceived authority of a source are seen as indicators for knowledge 

and expertise (Fogg & Tseng, 1999; Koh & Sundar, 2010; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Stiff, 

1994; Sundar, 2008). These authority cues can thus positively influence credibility perceptions. 

On the other hand, the endorsement/bandwagon heuristic suggests that people tend to agree 

with another person or source if other people seem to agree as well. Approval or agreement on 

online platforms is often indicated by positive ratings or a high number of followers (Metzger 

et al., 2010). These heuristic cues can be seen as markers indicating the popularity of a source 

which can positively influence the perception of source credibility.  

In cases of information overload and confusion, people tend to be in search of guidance from 

authority figures that are perceived to have high expertise and knowledge (Deutsch & Gerard, 

1955). Given that a good reputation of well-established news outlets leads to particularly high 
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perceptions of knowledge and expertise (Rieh, 2010) authority cues could be more impactful 

on evaluations of source credibility than popularity cues. This leads to the first hypothesis:  

H1: The authority cues used in the BBC group lead to higher levels of perceived credibility of 

the respective source than the popularity cues used in the Social Media group.  

Due to the lack of control mechanisms to ensure a high quality of the content published on 

online platforms (Lin et al., 2016; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013) and the increase in 

misinformation especially on social media platforms (Tandoc Jr. et al., 2018) recipients have 

become more skeptical of information on social media channels (Kantar, 2017). Whether people 

rate information from well-established news outlets or information from social media outlets as 

more credible is a subject that has been highly discussed. Recent studies, however, suggest a 

certain tendency that people start to regain more trust in traditional news outlets while the 

credibility rates of information on social media platforms are constantly decreasing (Edelman, 

2018; Matsa & Shearer, 2018; Newman et al., 2018). General high ratings of perceived 

credibility of and an increased trust in these well-established news outlets due to their good 

reputation could have a positive impact on the credibility assessment of information from a 

specific well-renowned source. People who have high trust in well-established news media 

outlets could thus be more acceptable towards authority cues and perceive the credibility of a 

well-renowned source as higher than people with low trust in the media. The absence of 

authority cues – such as in the case of the social media influencer group – could result in a 

lower impact on the credibility assessment of the presented source. These assumptions lead to 

the second hypothesis: 

H2: A general high trust in news media outlets has a positive impact on the credibility 

evaluation in the BBC group 

Research has shown that high levels of source credibility could influence a recipient´s opinion 

(Ko et al., 2005). The heuristic cues which are often used for efficient credibility evaluations 

could, however, also trigger effects of conformity. Thus, informational and normative 

conformity effects could influence the opinion of respondents as well. This could lead to the 

question whether and – if this is the case – how much the perceived credibility of a source 

impacts the opinion of recipients or whether opinion change might derive from conformity 

effects evoked by heuristic cues. These considerations result in the second research question: 
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(2)    To what extent does the perceived credibility of a source affect a recipient´s opinion on a 

potential autism-vaccination link? 

Studies on the formation and processing of opinion have shown that heuristic cues cannot only 

impact the assessment of source credibility but can also simultaneously strengthen the effects 

of conformity. Heuristic cues which amplify effects of conformity could influence a recipient´s 

opinion. Literature has shown that authority cues can signalize knowledge and expertise, which 

could trigger a need for conformity due to lack of knowledge. However, research has 

highlighted that, particularly the effects of social influence (normative conformity) can have a 

great impact on attitude change. Heuristic cues that can be seen as symbols of popularity, such 

as a high number of likes or followers could increase group pressure to conform with the 

majority of opinion. Deutsch and Gerard´s (1955) research on normative conformity, Noelle-

Neumann´s (1991) studies on the spiral of silence as well as Cialdini´s (2007) concept of social 

proof all indicate that group-based decision processes or group pressure can have a high impact 

on a recipient´s opinion. Especially social influence, which is amplified by bandwagon cues, 

could ultimately lead to a change in attitude and behavior. These considerations lead to the third 

hypothesis: 

H3: Endorsement/bandwagon cues have a greater positive impact on a recipient´s opinion than 

authority cues 

Research has shown that sources with high credibility rates could influence the opinion of a 

recipient in favor of the viewpoints advocated by the source of the information (Hovland, Janis, 

& Kelley, 1953). Since these sources are seen as especially useful, reliable (Ko, Kirsch, & King, 

2005) and accurate, people are more motivated to agree with the given opinion (Stangor, 2011). 

A correlation between high levels of credibility and the willingness to agree with the presented 

opinion could further underline the importance of source credibility in the formation of 

opinions. These considerations lead to the final hypothesis:  

H4: High levels of perceived credibility of a source result into high levels of agreement.  

7 Methodical Procedure 

The following section will outline the method and instrument used for the data collection of 

the present study. A reflection of potential ethical concerns as well as a closer description of 

the target population, sample and pretest will conclude this segment.  
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7.1 Method 

The majority of research on source credibility and conformity effects is based on surveys and 

experiments as a method for data collection (e. g. Egebark & Ekström, 2011; Fogg, 2003; Fogg 

et al., 2003; Fogg, Marshall, Kameda, et al., 2001; Fogg, Marshall, Laraki, et al., 2001; Koh & 

Sundar, 2010; Metzger et al., 2003; Westerman et al., 2012; Yale et al., 2015). In order to test 

the hypotheses mentioned above, also in this study, an experimental design was chosen to 

collect relevant data. This method is suitable for acquiring a specific knowledge on potential 

cause-and-effect relationships that might help to answer the given research questions (Brosius, 

Haas, & Koschel, 2012). Generally, there are three different types of experiments – 

experimental design, quasi-experimental design and ex-post facto design (Diekmann, 2013) – 

that can be divided into two categories - laboratory or field experiments. For this study, an 

experimental design in the form of a field experiment was chosen. In contrast to laboratory 

experiments field experiments are discreetly conducted in very authentic settings. Participants 

are usually unaware of being part of an experiment which increases the external validity and 

highly reduces potential distortions resulting from reactivity (Diekmann, 2013). The present 

experiment is in the form of a between-subjects design, which means that a certain ‘treatment’ 

– in this case, the presentation of a text with diverging authors – is administered to different 

experimental groups (Bordens & Barrington Abbott, 2018). In general, experiments have at 

least two experimental groups to be able to verify potential causal relationships (Atteslander, 

2010). The subjects of the current study were randomly divided into two different experimental 

groups before the collection of the data to be able to guarantee an even number of people in 

both groups. A randomized allocation of test subjects to different experimental groups also 

helps to avoid potential bias by randomly dispensing characteristics of respondents that could 

influence the outcome between the experimental groups so that any differences between both 

groups can be explained by the exposure to different versions of the stimulus (Döring & Bortz, 

2016). This equal distribution of potential confounding factors ensures a high internal validity 

of the experimental design (Diekmann, 2013).  

The different stimuli of this experimental study were presented to the test subjects as part of a 

web-based questionnaire to collect relevant data. Surveys are – especially for the gathering of 

attitudes – the most frequently used data collection method in empirical social research 

(Kromrey, Roose, & Strübing, 2016).  To uncover and quantify exclusive and direct 

connections between a stimulus and a particular reaction, variables and response categories 
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should be as regulated as possible (Atteslander, 2010) A standardization of the survey allows a 

statistical comparison of the attitudes and behaviors of the respondents (Scholl, 2015). 

Questions in a standardized survey are mostly closed and already provide pre-formulated 

answers. However, strictly pre-formulated answer categories could potentially limit the 

possibility of generating information beyond the given categories. Subjects are forced to choose 

answer possibilities that might only correspond to some extent to their personal attitude. This 

could lead to answers that might not always accurately depict reality or to frequent ‘does not 

apply’ or ‘neither/nor’ statements, which could ultimately result in an early termination of the 

survey (Kromrey et al., 2016). In contrast to an unstructured questionnaire, however, the 

standardization of the measuring instrument can guarantee greater objectivity and reliability. 

Strictly defined response categories minimize the potential influence of an interviewer during 

the survey as well as a more objective interpretation of the data. Such objectivity positively 

influences the reliability and validity of the measuring instrument.   

In addition to the resulting distortions that could be caused by closed questions, a possible 

systematic bias due to effects of social desirability are often criticized. People often tend to 

answer questions in a way they feel would be in accordance with social norms and thus be more 

acceptable (Diekmann, 2013). However, since online surveys provide a high degree of 

anonymity, there is a tendency towards greater openness even with more critical questions 

(Scholl, 2015). 

The lack of control over the interview situation or possible disruptive factors during a web-

based questionnaire is also often regarded as a disadvantage of this form of data collection. Due 

to the absence of an interviewer, no statements can be made as to whether the test person was 

under time pressure, distracted or overtired (Hug & Poscheschnik, 2015). Fatigue can increase 

the tendency to choose the middle category of scales, which could again lead to inaccurate 

results (Kromrey et al., 2016). However, the absence of other people in the interview situation 

is particularly helpful to exclude distorting, disturbing or influencing factors that would usually 

be triggered by a present interviewer (Hug & Poscheschnik, 2015). Other advantages of an 

online survey are the low organizational effort and costs of the data collection. In addition, the 

standardization also allows for a faster and simpler analysis of the highly comparable data 

(Scholl, 2015).  
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7.2 Survey Layout 

As already mentioned in Chapter 7.1, relevant data was collected with the help of a web-based 

questionnaire. Over all the survey contained 45 questions in 14 question blocks. The 14 question 

blocks can be thematically divided into general sources of information, the general use of social 

media, general trust in media outlets, knowledge about vaccinations, attitude towards 

vaccinations, evaluation of the credibility of a presented source, the extent of the personal need 

to conform and sociodemographic data.  

Psychological constructs such as trust or the attitude towards vaccinations are sometimes not 

directly observable. Therefore, scales with several individual questions are often used to 

measure different aspects of the same construct to increase its validity. The more scale items 

are used to measure the construct, the more accurate the measurement becomes, since 

measurement errors in individual items are then less significant. This increases the scale´s 

reliability as well as construct validity (Bordens & Barrington Abbott, 2018). The response 

options for most of the questions in the survey were in the form of a five-point Likert scale with 

scale descriptions ranging from ‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, 

‘agree’ to ‘strongly agree’. An odd number of response alternatives is important to not force 

people into choosing a more positive or negative attitude towards a subject which could distort 

the data. Furthermore, only five levels of agreement/disagreement were chosen because it is 

less confusing, and it increases the response rate while the frustration rate due to too many 

options is minimized (Diekmann, 2013). Moreover, the five-point Likert scale also helps to be 

able to compare the results of the present study with previous research. Some of the scales used 

in this study were directly adopted from studies on credibility and conformity (Hayes, Glynn, 

& Shanahan, 2005b; Yale et al., 2015).  

In general, several important factors must be taken into account during the design of a 

questionnaire. Questions should be formulated as simply, briefly and precisely as possible. The 

use of foreign words, dialects or colloquial terms that are not generally used in the target group 

should be avoided. Furthermore, double negatives or multidimensional questions could also 

unnecessarily confuse the respondents. Answer categories should be disjunctive and 

exhaustive. The use of terms which already implicate a certain attitude towards a topic should 

be averted, since the word alone could already influence a respondent's answer. Moreover, 

surveys could also evoke response sets, which are systematic response patterns that do not 
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reflect the actual attitude of the respondents. This can be prevented by question blocks with a 

variation of positive as well as negative formulations, which keep the respondents more 

attentive. In addition, filter questions are also essential to filter out respondents for whom 

certain question blocks might be uninteresting. Questions that do not concern them can quickly 

lead to fatigue and termination of the survey (Diekmann, 2013). To further motivate the 

respondents to complete the whole questionnaire, it is recommended to include a progress bar 

which indicates how far the participant has already come next to the questions (Scholl, 2015).  

The survey for the present study started with an introduction welcoming the participants while 

highlighting the purpose and (alleged) aim for the study. The text did not yet reveal that the 

survey is part of an experimental study in order to avoid any distortions. A relatively simple 

question followed about their most used sources to keep themselves up-to-date on current 

events. This was a so-called icebreaker question, which was intended to create a cooperative 

interview atmosphere and generate interest of the participants (Diekmann, 2013).  

After that followed a filter question to figure out whether the participants used social media 

platforms to uncover how many of the respondents have to evaluate sources on social media 

platforms in their daily life. If the respondents did use social media platforms, they were then 

asked to estimate their average daily activity during the past week.  

The following question was a scale with multiple items that aimed to uncover the general trust 

respondents have in well-established news outlets. To measure the latent variable ‘general trust 

in the media’ the present survey used the nine-item credibility scale by Yale, Jensen, 

Carcioppolo, Sun, & Liu (2015) which is originally based on the 12-item credibility scale by 

Gaziano and McGrath (1986). According to the Yale et al. scale the evaluation of credibility of 

the media is based on and influenced by nine different factors: (1) Balanced (2) Report the 

whole story (3) Objective (4) Accurate (5) Honest (6) Believable (7) Up-to-date (8) Current and 

(9) Timely. Given that this scale has already been used in several other studies, it has been 

empirically validated and shows high rates of reliability (Prochazka & Schweiger, 2019). The 

previous studies using these scales have also uncovered the high Cronbach´s alpha rates of the 

construct which is proof of high internal consistency reliability (Prochazka & Schweiger, 2019; 

Yale et al., 2015). The response options to the individual items were a five-point Likert scale 

that ranged from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. Averages of >3 showed a high general 

trust in the media.  
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After this followed the two questions ‘Have you heard of a so-called autism-vaccination link?’ 

and ‘Have you heard of new vaccinations using DNA to protect against diseases?’ which were 

designed to uncover the respondents´ general knowledge about vaccinations. The second 

question is here, particularly telling given that it covers the specific topic of the text that was 

later presented in the survey.  

The next items tried to examine the general attitude of the participants towards vaccinations. 

Respondents were again asked to rate the items according to their own opinion on a five-point 

‘Likert scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree” to ‘strongly agree’. The first statement ‘I believe 

vaccinations are safe for me and other members of my community.’ was positively formulated 

while the next two statements ‘A link between vaccinations and autism is possible.’ and 

‘Vaccinations can have long-lasting negative effects on the health of a person.’ were formulated 

negatively to keep the respondents more attentive. The respondents were asked to rate the same 

three statements again after being exposed to the stimulus to be able to compare opinions and 

observe potential attitude changes.  

The participants were then exposed to the stimulus. The stimulus contained a text about the 

vaccination debate, which was composed by text pieces of an article published by CBS 

(Attkisson, 2011) which discusses possible negative consequences associated with 

vaccinations. Especially the use of DNA in vaccinations could – according to the researcher 

cited in this text – be potentially harmful and correlate with autism. The same text was used in 

both experimental groups. The aim of the exposure to the stimulus was to compare the 

respondent’s credibility evaluations of a well-established source on the one side and a social 

media influencer on the other side.  The only elements that were changed in the respective group 

were heuristic cues that could influence the credibility evaluation of the respective presented 

source. In order to exclude potential effects of medium credibility, both versions used the social 

media platform Facebook as the medium on which the message was published by the respective 

source. In the case of the first group, the presented source was the BBC. The BBC was chosen 

as a well-established news outlet because it is a highly respected and well-known source both 

in Europe and the United States (Passikoff, 2018). The news outlet is known for its great 

transparency and their loyalty to their journalistic core values, which are summarized in their 

Royal Charter (BBC, 2017). A cue that was supposed to highlight the authority and good 

reputation of the source was a description of the BBC as a well-established news source with a 

long history of high-quality publishing next to the actual text. The second version of the 



40 
 
 

stimulus depicted the social media influencer Jenny McCarthy as the source of the text. Jenny 

McCarthy was chosen as the social media influencer for this experiment because she has been 

extremely outspoken about vaccinations and their alleged adverse effects. Jenny McCarthy is 

seen as a symbol for the anti-vaccination movement because she has repeatedly mentioned that 

her son has autism because of vaccinations and is constantly and very publicly fighting against 

vaccination policies (Coleman, 2019; Hall, 2014). Cues that were supposed to highlight her 

great popularity and the very high agreement of other users were in form of a very high number 

of followers (1.1 million followers), a very high number of general likes (1.1 million likes) and 

the many likes (21000 likes), comments (6000 comments) and shares (2000 shares) visible 

under the text.  

After the exposure to the different versions of the stimulus, people were then asked to rate the 

credibility of the presented source with the same credibility scale used to measure the general 

trust in the media. This allows a direct comparison of the general trust in the media with the 

perceived level of credibility of the respective presented source.  

In addition, respondents were also directly asked questions regarding the cues that were 

presented in the text. The respondents were asked to rate the statements regarding whether they 

trusted the information in the text because ‘The arguments are convincing’, ‘Other people trust 

the source who posted the text’, ‘I perceive the source who posted the text as popular’ and ‘I 

perceive the source who posted the text as an authority’ on a five-point Likert scale in order to 

figure out whether the respective heuristic cues in the different versions actually had an effect 

on the recipient´s perception.  

Respondents were then again asked about their opinion on vaccinations with the same three 

questions from before to be able to observe potential attitude change.  

The last bigger question block was about the respondent´s individual need for conformity and 

tendency to self-censor their own opinions. Hayes et al. (2005b) created a scale to measure said 

need and the degree of self-censorship. Experimental studies critically examining the scale were 

able to confirm its validity and high internal consistency reliability due to high Cronbach´s 

alpha rates (Hayes et al., 2005a). The scale by Hayes et al. (2005b) was reused in the present 

study to analyze the need for conformity or a person´s willingness to speak up against a 

perceived majority. The eight-items scale included the following statements:  
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(1) It is difficult for me to express my opinion if I think others won’t agree with what 

I say. (2) There have been many times when I have thought others around me were 

wrong, but I didn’t let them know. (3) When I disagree with others, I’d rather go 

along with them than argue about it. (4) It is easy for me to express my opinion 

around others who I think will disagree with me. (5) I’d feel uncomfortable if 

someone asked my opinion and I knew that he or she wouldn’t agree with me. (6) I 

tend to speak about my opinion only around friends or other people I trust. (7) It is 

safer to keep quiet than publicly speak an opinion that you know most others don’t 

share. (8) If I disagree with others, I have no problem letting them know it. (Hayes, 

Glynn, & Shanahan, 2005, p. 306) 

Respondents were then asked to rate their agreement with the statements on a five-point Likert 

scale. To increase the recipient’s attention, questions four and eight were formulated positively 

while the rest was formulated negatively. The value of these two items will be inverted during 

the data analysis to accurately measure the degree of a respondent´s individual need for 

conformity. Averages higher than three can be seen as a sign for a great need for conformity.  

Finally, questions regarding the sociodemographic data of the respondents followed. They were 

asked to specify their gender, age and highest educational level. These questions were 

intentionally collected at the end of the survey, as this usually signals the imminent completion 

of the questionnaire. The interest and attention of the respondents usually decrease during a 

survey. The participants are then generally more willing to answer easier questions, such as 

questions on simple sociodemographic factors (Mayer, 2013). 

Ultimately, a quick debriefing text concluded the questionnaire. The respondents were told the 

real purpose and aim of the survey and got more details on the experiment and the real nature 

of the text. The participants were provided with links to the website of the World Health 

Organization with the latest information and updates on vaccinations and were asked to get in 

contact with the researcher in case they had any comments or questions regarding the survey. 
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7.3 Ethical Concerns 

The manipulation of a picture for an experimental survey or the intentional exposure to 

scientifically incorrect information could evoke ethical concerns.  

While the goal of the present study is to uncover the extent of potential impacts of heuristic 

cues on the credibility evaluation of a source and influence on the participant´s opinion the main 

goal and purpose of the stimulus text is to highlight alternative opinions in the vaccination 

controversy. The stimulus text in the survey is not aiming to intentionally disseminate wrong 

information but to highlight that certain factors regarding vaccinations have not yet been proven 

nor disproven. The research of DNA vaccinations is still developing and not fully researched 

yet. According to the WHO “[m]any aspects of the immune response generated by DNA 

vaccines are not understood [yet].” (WHO, 2019). Researchers were able to prove certain 

advantages of DNA vaccinations such as the improved vaccine stability, however, “[…] 

advantages of DNA vaccines must be assessed on a case-by-case basis and their applicability 

will depend on the nature of the agent being immunized against, the nature of the antigen and 

the type of immune response required for protection.” (WHO, 2019). A more critical view on 

potential negative consequences of DNA vaccinations is thus legitimate.  

Furthermore, regarding the manipulation of the source, it is necessary to weigh the costs and 

benefits of the manipulation. According to the “The SAGE Handbook of Online Research 

Methods” (Eynon, Fry, & Schroeder, 2017), one with a more utilitarian view could argue that 

“[…] benefits could outweigh the costs of analysing how behaviour might be manipulated as 

long as there is minimal or no direct risk involved.”(Eynon, Fry, & Schroeder, 2017, p. 31-32). 

The risk in this study could be that participants might start to permanently doubt whether 

vaccinations are beneficial to the health. This was not the goal of this research study. However, 

the risk can be limited with the help of a debriefing text, in the end, explaining the details of the 

experiment and the nature of the text (Bordens & Barrington Abbott, 2018).  

Professional ethical guidelines point to a reluctance to accept any kind of manipulation within 

experiments without the knowledge of the participants. However, informed consent can be 

waived if a few or all of the following considerations might apply: “(a) The research objective 

is of great importance and cannot be achieved without the use of deception;” (Baumrind, 1985, 

p. 166). To be able to provide a detailed insight into potential correlations between certain 

aspects involved in the credibility assessment of a source such as the previous trust in the media 
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and the credibility evaluation of the source participants are exposed to in the experiment it is 

necessary to use a quantitative measuring method. A quantitative survey allows the researcher 

to make statistically significant statements and interpretations of the data. This could point to 

certain frequencies and correlations that might give a deeper insight into the impact of heuristic 

cues on credibility assessments.  

Further considerations might also be the researchers promise to participants “(b) on being fully 

informed later (Principle E), […]” (Baumrind, 1985, p. 166). The debriefing of all participants 

at the end of the survey is necessary to make the participants aware of the manipulated variables 

and the real purpose and aim of the study. The present study has not only said debriefing at the 

end of the survey but also shared a link to the most accurate and updated research on 

vaccinations. This enables participants to follow up on the topic and inform themselves about 

the most current updates on vaccinations in case they want to know more about the topic. 

The third consideration that could waive previous informed consent is “(c) research participants 

are allowed to withdraw from the study at any time (Principle F), and are free to withdraw their 

data when the concealment or misrepresentation is revealed (Principle H); and (e) investigators 

take full responsibility for detecting and removing stressful aftereffects of the experience 

(Principle I).” (Baumrind, 1985, p. 166). In case respondents do not consent to the real purpose 

and aim of the present study and its manipulations participants can contact the given email 

address and complain to the researcher. Participants are also free to terminate the questionnaire 

at any time. The data will then be deleted and not used for the research.  

7.4 Pilot Study 

In order to avoid any potential problems such as misunderstandings in instructions or technical 

bugs, it is highly recommended to conduct a pilot test before the actual data collection. This 

test run helps to determine whether all survey questions, response options and instructions are 

clear and comprehensive or if formulations have to be alternated. It identifies technical 

problems or the incorrect display of filter questions or stimuli. Furthermore, the validity, as well 

as the reliability of the measuring instrument, can be ascertained (Bordens & Barrington Abbott, 

2018). For the pilot test of this study, ten persons of different sexes and ages were used to 

thoroughly examine and evaluate the questionnaire. Face-to-face tests were also carried out to 

be able to react directly to comments. For the technical review, both computers and mobile 

phones were used to answer the questions during the pilot study. As a result, instructions, 
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question formulations and answer categories were clarified or additional answer options were 

added. Otherwise, there were no problems with the presentation of the stimuli or filter question, 

nor any other technical complications.  

7.5 Target Population and Sample 

The target population for the present study is highly defined by several factors, such as the use 

of social media platforms or the degree of critical thinking. In order to analyze potential effects 

of heuristic cues on credibility assessments, the general population should firstly be limited to 

people with access to the internet because evaluations of credibility especially in online 

environments are mostly a heuristic process (Metzger et al., 2010; Taraborelli, 2008). Also the 

study´s very strong focus on the process of credibility evaluations on social media platforms 

reinforces the limitation of the target population to the general online population. Moreover, 

the general online population can be further limited to the age group, which is most active on 

social media platforms. According to the Digital 2019 Report (Kemp, 2019), the most users of 

social media platforms are people between the ages of 18 and 34. In addition to that, the study 

also aims to target younger adults due to their susceptibility to both authority figures and 

influencers on social media platforms. Previous research has shown that especially younger 

adults have a high tendency to trust authority figures (Sundar, 2008). However, since a majority 

of young adults also actively use social media channels (Kemp, 2019), they are often highly 

influenced by other users on these platforms as well. The regular use of social media platforms 

support feelings of belonging to the online community, which can strengthen the social 

influence within these online groups (Egebark & Ekström, 2011). Moreover, the study also aims 

to particularly focus on college students or graduates who have previously studied at 

universities. Given that “[…] one of the primary aims of education, especially at the college 

level, is to foster students´ ability to think critically, to reason, and to use judgment effectively 

in decision making.” (McMillan, 1987, p. 3) university students or graduates will be particularly 

good candidates to critically evaluate and question the credibility of a source. In summary, the 

main target population of the present study will be young adults (18-34 years) with a college 

education who have access to the internet and use social media platforms.  

A random sampling of potential respondents from the target population would highly increase 

the external validity of the data collection and allow a generalization of the findings. However, 

the majority of studies covering psychological effects and behavior use nonrandom samples, 
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which usually consist of people from a certain subpopulation such as university students 

(Bordens & Barrington Abbott, 2018). 

In order to get as many people from the desired target population as possible, a snowball 

sampling is a convenient way to get people with the same characteristics. This nonrandom 

sampling technique is based on the idea that research participants recruit further participants for 

the study, which then again refer the study to further potential respondents and so on 

(Diekmann, 2013). The web link to the survey was posted on several social media platforms 

such as Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter. Student groups and university pages on Facebook 

were used to share the survey with the target population. Potential respondents were then asked 

to share the study on their social media channels and with their peers as well in order to cover 

the target population as broadly as possible. However, this procedure highly depends on people 

who willingly take part in the study and who actively chose to participate by clicking on the 

link for the questionnaire. This could lead to so-called voluntary participation, also known as 

volunteer bias, which could result in an overrepresentation of motivated participants who might 

exhibit different characteristics than the general population. Furthermore, since the technique 

is nonrandom, there are limits to the potential generalization and representativeness of the 

results and constrict the ability to make precise predictions of potential behavior.  However, the 

data from the sample will be able to show significant tendencies of possible behavior (Bordens 

& Barrington Abbott, 2018). 

Figure 2 gives an overview of the sample, which was generated for the study. A total of 272 

respondents took part in the questionnaire during the survey period from the 29th of April to 

the 6th of May 2019. With 58.1% there is a slight overrepresentation of women in the sample. 

41.2% of the participants are male. However, the increased number of female respondents 

accurately mirrors the current ratio of men and women attending higher education institutions 

(Bilton, 2018). Young adults are adequately represented in the sample, with an average age of 

24.9 years. 93.38% of the sample are in the desired age group of 18 to 34 years. Furthermore, 

95.59% of the respondents in the sample use social media channels. Looking closer into the 

targeted age range, 94.23% of all the social media users were aged 18-34. This percentage is an 

overrepresentation of social media users in that age group compared to the worldwide ratios of 

social media users. Globally only 59% of the social media users are aged 18-34 years (Kemp, 

2019). Since the survey was mostly shared on social media platforms, this overrepresentation 

can be easily explained. Questions on the respondents´ highest level of education show that the 
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majority (67.6%) of the respondents are students or graduates from higher education 

institutions. In total, 61.4% of the respondents fulfilled all characteristics of the target group 

(Age 18-34, social media user, higher education).  

Variable                              Variable value Frequency 

Frequency in % 

Gender Female 158 58.1 

Male 112 41.2 

Other 2 .7 

Age Average 24.9  

Minimum 17  

Maximum 75  

< 18 years 1 .4 

18 to 34 years 254 93.38 

> 34 years 17 6.25 

Social Media Users  
 
 

 

People who use SM 260 95.59 

< 18 years 1 0.38 

18 to 34 years 245 94.23 

> 34 years 14 5.38 

18 to 34 years: Female 148 56.92 

18 to 34 years: Male 96 36.92 

18 to 34 years: Other 1 0.38 

Highest level of education No high school diploma 3 1.1 

Still a high school student 5 1.8 

High school diploma 76 27.9 

University degree (e. g. BA, 
MA, MBA, Doctoral degree, 
Law degree etc.) 

184 67.6 

Other 4 1.5 

People who are between 18-34, use social media and 
have a university degree 

167 61.40 

Figure 2 - Sample Overview 

8 Result Presentation of the Experimental Study 

The following section will give an overview of the gathered data and give deeper insights into 

the data analysis, which was performed to accept or reject the previously presented 

hypotheses. A description of the limitations of this study will conclude this segment. 

8.1 Hypothesis Testing 

H1: The authority cues used in the BBC group lead to higher levels of perceived credibility of 

the respective source than the popularity cues used in the Social Media group.  

In order to be able to confirm or reject the first hypothesis, it was necessary to first examine 

whether both experimental groups showed significant differences of average between their 

respective levels of perceived credibility of the presented source. Given that the perceived level 

of source credibility is a latent variable and was thus measured with several individual scale 
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items it was necessary to combine the respondents´ answers into an index. Said index shows 

the average level of perceived credibility of the source presented in the respective text. The 

Cronbach´s Alpha test was first used to analyze the reliability and internal consistency of the 

scale. Alpha results between α= .7 and α=.9 indicate that the scale is accurately measuring the 

intended variable. The index´s Cronbach´s alpha rate of α= .916 proved an excellent internal 

consistency of the scale (Blanz, 2015). Group means of the source credibility index already 

indicate that the averages of both experimental groups differ from each other. The BBC group´s 

average of M=3.08 (SD=.782) is higher than the social media influencer group´s average of 

M=2.38 (SD=.750) (Figure 3)1.  

 
Figure 3 - Group Statistics Source Credibility Index 

In order to analyze whether these differences of average are statistically significant, an 

independent t-test between both experimental groups was conducted. Results of this test – as 

seen in figure 4 - uncovered that there is indeed a highly significant difference between the 

perceived credibility rate of the BBC and the social media influencer group (t(270) = 7.520, 

p<.000). The significance of the findings is especially important to confidently state that a 

significant difference between both averages is probable and not just an accidental result. Given 

that the difference would have already been significant with p<.05, these results are especially 

indicative. Furthermore, also the t-values can highlight whether there is a difference between 

two means. T-values that are essentially higher or lower than 0 indicate that the means of both 

 
1 In order to simplify the graphs for this chapter all indexes consisting of multiple variables were summarized as 
followed: 1-1.5 = strongly disagree, 1.51-2.5 = disagree, 2.51-3.5 = neither disagree nor agree, 3.51-4.5 = agree, 
4.51-5 = strongly agree 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Source Credibility BBC

Source Credibility SM

Source Credibility

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly Agree

Average: 3.1, Standard deviation: .86 

Average: 2.4, Standard deviation: .81 
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groups are different (Howitt & Cramer, 2011). The mean difference of .70 highlights that the 

BBC source was perceived as significantly more credible than the social media influencer 

source. This could already indicate that the BBC´s good reputation and authority – in the form 

of authority cues – positively influenced the credibility evaluations of the respondents. 

Popularity cues visible in the social media influencer group, however, did not seem to positively 

affect source credibility. 

  

       Independent Samples t-Test 

 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

t df 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

Source Credibility 
Index 

.699 .093 7.520 270 .000 

Figure 4– Independent Samples t-Test of Source Credibility Index of both Experimental Groups 

To better understand whether this significant difference of average can really be traced back to 

the heuristic cues highlighted in the respective experimental groups, further tests were made. 

The survey contained questions that allow to further analyze whether the heuristic cues 

highlighting the authority of the BBC (BBC´s good reputation was highlighted in the 

description next to the news text) or the popularity of the social media influencer (Social media 

influencer popularity was highlighted by a high number of followers and likes visible next to 

and under the text) actually affected the perception of authority and popularity. Higher 

perceptions of authority in the BBC group could explain the earlier observed higher credibility 

rates. 

Correlations between the items ‘I perceive the source who posted the text as an authority’, ‘I 

perceive the source who posted the text as popular’ and ‘Other people trust the source who 

posted the text’ and the source credibility index were performed. The here used Pearson´s 

correlation coefficient r can ultimately uncover to what extent one variable is positively or 

negatively related to another. The Pearson´s correlation tests displayed in figure 5 show that 

both groups have highly positive correlations between the perceived authority, popularity or 

trust from other users and their perceived level of source credibility. Especially the levels of 

perceived authority seem to be in a significantly positive relation (r=.533, p<.000) with the 

perceived credibility of the source.  
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 Pearson´s Correlation Test 

Perceived Credibility Index 

Pearson 
Correlation 

Sig. (2-tailed) N 

‘I perceive the 
source who posted 
the text as an 
authority’ 

.533 .000 272 

‘I perceive the 
source who posted 
the text as popular’ 

.419 .000 272 

‘Other people trust 
the source who 
posted the text’ 

.467 .000 272 

Figure 5– Correlations between Heuristic Cues and Source Credibility Index 

To further analyze whether the in the BBC group displayed authority cues actually did result in 

higher levels of perceived authority than the social media influencer group, further tests were 

administered. First, the averages of the items ‘I perceive the source who posted the text as an 

authority’, ‘I perceive the source who posted the text as popular’ and ‘Other people trust the 

source who posted the text’ were compared (Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6- Group Statistics of Questions related to the Heuristic Cues of Both Groups 

The results show that the respondents of the BBC group did indeed tend to perceive the given 

information as more credible because they perceived the presented source of the text as an 

authority. The average agreement was here at M=3.25 (SD=1.067), while people from the social 
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media influencer group showed a lower agreement rate with an average of M=1.78 (SD=.934). 

The t-test for independent samples showed that this difference is highly significant (t(263,129) 

= 12,087, p<.000) (Figure 7). This result shows that people exposed to the BBC as source tend 

to trust the information in the text more because they perceive the BBC as an authority. This 

could lead to the assumption that the people´s perception of credibility could be positively 

affected by the heuristic cue ‘authority’.  

In contrast to the expectations, the heuristic cues included in the social media influencer group 

highlighting that people perceived the source as popular (high number of followers) or that 

other people trusted the source who posted the text (high number of likes) did not seem to affect 

the social media influencer group´s perception of perceived credibility. While the BBC group 

reached an average of M=3.47 (SD=1.060) in the item on perceived popularity of the source, 

the social media influencer group only showed an average of M=2.71 (SD=1.239). In the item 

regarding the trust others have in the depicted source the BBC group shows an average of 

M=3.09 (SD=1.198) while the social media influencer group average agreement is at M=2.36 

(SD=1.145) (Figure 6). Both differences of average are statistically significant as well 

(Popularity: t(265,780) = 5,441, p<.000; Trust from others: t(270) = 5,170, p<.000) (Figure 7). 

Given that even the perceived popularity and trust from others seemed to be perceived as higher 

in the BBC group than in the social media influencer group, it could be assumed that popularity 

cues do not seem to affect source credibility evaluations. 

  
       Independent Samples t-Test 

 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

t df 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

‘I perceive the 
source who posted 
the text as an 
authority’ 

1.471 .122 12.087 263.129 .000 

‘I perceive the 
source who posted 
the text as popular’ 

.760 .140 5.441 265.780 .000 

‘Other people trust 
the source who 
posted the text’ 

.734 .142 5.170 270 .000 

Figure 7- Independent Samples t-Test of Questions related to the Heuristic Cues of Both Groups 

In summary, the results of several statistical tests proved that the perceived source credibility 

of both experimental groups seems to be significantly different. The BBC is perceived as more 

credible than the social media influencer group. This might indicate that authority cues could 
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impact source credibility, while popularity cues seem to not have a positive impact on the source 

credibility evaluation.  

Additional tests specifically analyzed particular items that were related to the heuristic cues 

which were incorporated in the respective text versions of the experimental groups. These 

results confirm the previous assumption that the popularity cues in the social media influencer 

group did not seem to affect the perceived popularity of the source. The BBC group´s results 

also showed here a higher average of agreement in the question regarding the authority of the 

source. The highly significant difference between the perceived source credibility averages of 

the BBC group and the social media influencer group indicates that the authority cues could 

have had an impact on the credibility evaluation. No observations suggest that popularity cues 

had a positive influence on source credibility assessments. This leads to the assumption that 

H1: The authority cues used in the BBC group lead to higher levels of perceived credibility of 

the respective source than the popularity cues used in the Social Media group can be 

provisionally confirmed.  

 

H2: A general high trust in news media outlets has a positive impact on the credibility 

evaluation in the BBC group 

Given that the good reputation of a source can be seen as a heuristic cue that can influence 

credibility evaluations the following analysis will try to determine whether a general high trust 

in the media could be influential on credibility assessments as well. Exactly as the preceding 

source credibility scale also the general high trust in the media was combined to an index. This 

index shows the general average level of the respondent´s trust in news outlets. The high 

Cronbach´s alpha value of α= .84 proves here as well that the scale accurately measures the 

participant´s general trust in media outlets and is thus internally consistent.  

In order to first examine whether the constructs of general trust in news outlets and the 

evaluation of perceived credibility in both experimental groups are in association with each 

other, a Pearson´s correlation test was conducted. A general correlation analysis of both indexes 

showed that the general trust in news outlets and the level of credibility accredited to the 

presented source correlate significantly (r = .249, p = .000, n = 272). 

However, according to Cohen (1992), the effect size of the correlation (r=.25) is not strong. To 

analyze which of both experimental groups exhibit a more pronounced correlation, further 

individual correlation tests were made.  
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A closer examination of the correlation between the general trust in media outlets and the 

perceived credibility of the source presented in the BBC group showed that both scales are 

significantly related to each other (r = .305, p = .000, n = 134). This points to the positive 

correlation: the higher the trust in news outlets, the higher the trust in the presented source. The 

effect size of this correlation (r=.31) is of medium strength and thus higher than the general 

correlation between both experimental groups and the general trust in the media.  

Results of the social media influencer group show that there is no significant correlation 

between both indexes (r = .148, p = .083, n = 138) indicating that their general trust in the media 

did not actively affect their credibility evaluation of the social media influencer.  

In order to analyze whether especially a high trust in the media could influence perceived source 

credibility, a t-test of the general average of the credibility evaluations of all respondents was 

conducted. The respondents were divided into a ‘low trust in media’ group and a ‘high trust in 

media’ group. The mean of the general trust in the media (M=3.3) was used as the dividing 

point of both groups.  

Results uncovered that there is a significant difference between the credibility assessment of 

people with low and high general trust in the media (t(270) = -3.523, p<.001) (Figure 8).  

 

  
       Independent Samples t-Test 

 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

t df 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

Source 
Credibility 
Index 

-.359 .102 -3.523 270 0.001 

Figure 8 - Independent Samples t-Test of Source Credibility Index of the Groups ‘Low Trust in Media’ and ‘High Trust in 
Media’ 

The average of the perceived credibility of the presented source of the people with low general 

trust in media outlets was at M=2.51 (SD=.855) while the people with high trust in news outlets 

scored a mean of M=2.87 (SD=.802) (Figure 9). These first results already indicate that a high 

trust in the media might impact the perceived credibility of the presented source in the stimulus. 
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Figure 9 - Group Statistics of Source Credibility Index of the Groups ‘Low Trust in Media’ and ‘High Trust in Media’ 

In order to figure out if a generally high trust in news outlets significantly impacted the 

perceived credibility of the source presented in the BBC group, a further t-test was conducted. 

The comparison of the average credibility level accredited to the BBC of both the group with a 

low and a high general trust in media outlets uncovered a significant difference (t(132) = -2.094, 

p<.038) (Figure 10).  

 

  
       Independent Samples t-Test 

 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

t df 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

Source 
Credibility 
Index 

-.301 .144 -2.094 132 .038 

Figure 10 - Independent Samples t-Test of the BBC´s Source Credibility Index of the Groups ‘Low Trust in Media’ and ‘High 
Trust in Media’ 

The average level of perceived credibility of the people with low trust in the media was at M= 

2.87 (SD=.823) while people with high trust in media outlets perceived the presented source in 

average as more credible with a mean of M=3.17 (SD=.749) (Figure 11). These results prove 

that high trust in news outlets has a positive influence on the perceived credibility of the 

presented source in the BBC group. 
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Figure 11 - Group Statistics of the BBC´s Source Credibility Index of the Groups ‘Low Trust in Media’ and ‘High Trust in Media’ 

In comparison, an analysis of the differences of average in the social media influencer group 

shows the complete opposite. T-test results of this group show that there is no significant 

difference (t(136) = -1.433, p<.154) between the average perception of credibility of people 

with low (M=2.29; SD=.801) and high trust in the media (M=2.47, SD=.691). This indicates 

that credibility evaluations in the social media influencer group were neither positively nor 

negatively affected.  

In conclusion, the averages of perceived credibility of people with a high trust in well-

established news outlets were highly significantly diverging in both experimental groups 

(t(160) = 6.122, p<.000) (Figure 12).  

 

  
       Independent Samples t-Test 

 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

t df 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

Perceived 
Credibility Rate 

.703 .115 6.122 160 .000 

Figure 12 - Independent Samples t-Test of People with a High Trust in Media of both Experimental Groups 
 

Respondents from the BBC group with high levels of trust in the media scored an average 

perceived credibility of M=3.17 (SD=.749) while the social media influencer respondents 

reached an average of M=2.47 (SD=.691). This could suggest that a high trust in media outlets 

is especially impactful on the source credibility perceptions of the BBC group.  

These results could indicate that the respondents from the BBC group with high levels of trust 

in news outlets might be more susceptible to authority cues than people with low trust in the 
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media. When exposed to these authority cues, they evaluate the perceived credibility of the 

source as higher than people who are not exposed to the cues (social media influencer group) 

or who show less trust in news outlets. The comparison with the social media influencer group 

showed that an absence of said cues seems to result in non-significant differences of credibility 

assessments of people with low and high trust in the media. These observations lead to the 

suggestion that a high trust in the media has a positive influence on credibility assessments of 

sources that seem to exhibit authority cues (BBC Group). Thus, the second hypothesis H2: A 

general high trust in news media outlets has a positive impact on the credibility evaluation in 

the BBC group can preliminarily be accepted. 

 

H3: Endorsement/bandwagon cues have a greater positive impact on a recipient´s opinion than 

authority cues 

In order to analyze a potential attitude change after the exposure to the stimulus texts the same 

questions on the opinion of a recipient on vaccinations were asked before and after the 

presentation of the text. The three questions ‘I believe vaccinations are safe for me and other 

members of my community.’, ‘A link between vaccinations and autism is possible.’ and 

‘Vaccinations can have long-lasting negative effects on the health of a person.’ were combined 

to a construct which aimed to uncover the attitude people have towards vaccinations. Before 

the questions were combined into an index the values of the last two negatively formulated 

questions were inverted. This results in a negative attitude towards vaccinations if the average 

value of a person is <3 and a positive attitude towards vaccinations if the average value is >3. 

The three questions were also tested with regard to their reliability and intern consistency with 

the aid of a Cronbach´s Alpha analysis. The combination of the three questions proved to be a 

reliable and internally consistent construct to analyze the opinion of a recipient on vaccinations 

(Scale of the attitude before text: α= .70; Scale of attitude after text: α=.72) (Blanz, 2015).  

First, a t-test of the opinion on vaccinations before and after the presentation of the stimulus of 

both groups was conducted. The general attitude towards vaccinations before being exposed to 

the stimulus reached an average of M=4.04 (SD=.764) which points to a general positive 

tendency. After the exposure the average attitude towards vaccinations decreased to M=3.79 

(SD=.866) (Figure 13).  
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Figure 13 - Paired Samples Statistics of the Opinion Before and the Opinion After the Stimuli 

The t-test results proved that the difference between both averages is highly significant (t(271) 

= 8.876, p<.000) (Figure 14). These results already indicate that there was indeed in both groups 

an opinion change after the exposure to the stimulus. 

 

  
       Paired Samples t-Test 

 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Deviation t df 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

Pair 1 Opinion 

Before – 

Opinion After 

.248 .460 8.876 271 .000 

Figure 14 - Paired Samples Statistics of the Opinion Before and the Opinion After the Stimuli 
 

In order to further analyze which of the two experimental groups shows more prominent 

differences between the opinion before and after the text the BBC and the social media 

influencer group were examined individually.  

Results of the t-test proved that both groups had a significant opinion change after the exposure 

to the stimulus (BBC: t(133) = 7.574, p<.000; SM: t(137) = 5.110, p<.000) (Figure 15).  
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       Paired Samples t-Test 

 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. Deviation t df 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

BBC: Opinion 

Before – 

Opinion After 

.291 .445 7.574 133 .000 

SM: Opinion 

Before – 

Opinion After 

.205 .472 5.110 137 .000 

Figure 15 - Paired Samples t-Test of the Opinion Before and the Opinion After the Stimuli of both Experimental Groups 

 

However, the actual averages both groups scored before and after the exposure to the stimulus 

show that the BBC group was in effect able to reach a greater change in attitude than the social 

media influencer group (Figure 16).   

 

 

Figure 16 - Paired Samples Statistics of the Opinion Before and the Opinion After the Stimuli of both Experimental Groups 

These results could imply that authority cues and thus the perceived good reputation of the BBC 

has de facto a more positive influence on the desired attitude than the popularity cues of the 

social media influencer.  

In order to examine whether potential conformity effects on the opinion after the exposure could 

be more pronounced in people with a higher need for conformity further tests were conducted. 

The individual items that were used to measure the respondents´ level of need for conformity 

were also combined into an index. The Cronbach´s alpha analysis proved with a result of α= 

.86 that the scale has a high reliability and internal consistency. Furthermore, a Pearson´s 

correlation test was able to confirm that there is a correlation between the level of the 

individual´s need for conformity and the agreement rate after the exposure of the stimulus (r = 
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-.119, p = .049, n = 272). The significant negative correlation indicates that the higher the need 

for conformity is the more negative is the opinion towards vaccinations (as advocated by the 

text).  

T-tests were conducted in order to see potential influences of a person´s individual level of a 

need for conformity on their possible attitude change. The respondents were divided into low 

conformity (Need for conformity ≤ 2.8) and high conformity groups (Need for conformity ≥ 

2.8). The point of division was once again the average of the general conformity index. People 

with a low as well as high need for conformity in both experimental groups showed significant 

differences of average between their opinion before and after (Figure 17).  

These differences are, however, especially prominent in the high conformity group (Mean 

differences see Figure 15).  

 
  

       Paired Samples t-Test 
 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. 
Deviation 

t df Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Low 

Conformity 

BBC: Opinion Before – 

Opinion After 

.256 .403 5.426 72 .000 

SM: Opinion Before – 

Opinion After 

.183 .443 3.698 79 .000 

High 

Conformity 

BBC: Opinion Before – 

Opinion After 

.333 .491 5.306 60 .000 

SM: Opinion Before – 

Opinion After 

.236 .511 3.511 57 .001 

Figure 17 - Paired Samples t-Test of the Opinion Before and the Opinion After the Stimuli of both Experimental Groups 
depending on Level of Conformity 

These observations might lead to the assumption that conformity effects can be especially 

influential on a person´s opinion if his need for conformity is high. Effects of conformity are 

here especially visible in the BBC group (Figure 18).  
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Figure 18 - Paired Samples Statistics of the Opinion Before and the Opinion After the Stimuli of both Experimental Groups 
depending on Level of Conformity 

All results combined indicate that social influence effects might not be as impactful as expected 

when comparing the experimental groups in general and in regard to their conformity levels. A 

reason why the BBC might be here more influential on the respondents´ attitude could be 

explained with the informative conformity. The data actually shows that 66% of the respondents 

have never heard of DNA vaccinations before. This could implicate that people were more 

likely to accept the opinion of an authority source because it is perceived to deliver accurate 

information. Authority cues in the BBC version could have strengthened this assumption and 

consequently also the effects of conformity.  

Given that authority cues in the BBC group might have actually had more impact on the attitude 

of the recipients than the endorsement/bandwagon cues in the social media influencer group the 

Hypothesis H3: Endorsement/bandwagon cues have a greater positive impact on a recipient´s 

opinion than authority cues cannot be confirmed at this point.  

 

H4: High levels of perceived credibility of a source result into high levels of agreement.  

In order to analyze whether the perceived credibility of the respective source presented in the 

stimulus has an impact on a recipient´s opinion on vaccinations further tests were conducted. It 

is assumed that a high perceived credibility of a source has a positive impact on the willingness 

to agree to the given viewpoints in the text (this would result in a more negative view on 

vaccinations). A Pearson´s correlation test uncovered that both the perceived credibility rate of 

the source as well as the opinion after the stimulus correlate significantly (r = -.382, p = .000, 

n = 272). The negative correlation indicates that the higher perceived credibility rates are the 
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more negative is the opinion towards vaccinations (as advocated by the text). This could lead 

to the assumption that the perceived credibility of a source could influence the opinion of a 

recipient.  

T-tests were conducted in order to see potential influences of a recipient´s perceived source 

credibility on their possible attitude change. The respondents were divided into low perceived 

source credibility (Source credibility level ≤ 2.7) and high perceived source credibility (Source 

credibility level ≥ 2.7). The average of the general perceived source credibility was once again 

used as the point of division.  

T-tests show that the differences between the opinions before and after the stimulus were highly 

significant in both the groups with low as well as high perceived credibility rates (Figure 19).  

 
  

       Paired Samples t-Test 
 

Mean 
Difference 

Std. 
Deviation 

t df 

Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Low Source 

Credibility 

BBC: Opinion Before – 

Opinion After 

.211 .340 3.986 40 .000 

SM: Opinion Before – 

Opinion After 

.136 .436 2.966 90 .004 

High Source 

Credibility 

BBC: Opinion Before – 

Opinion After 

.326 .481 6.533 92 .000 

SM: Opinion Before – 

Opinion After 

.340 .513 4.549 46 .000 

Figure 19 - Paired Samples t-Test of the Opinion Before and the Opinion After the Stimuli of both Experimental Groups 
depending on Level of Source Credibility 

However, the mean differences between the attitudes before and after the text were more 

prominent in the group with high levels of perceived credibility (Figure 19). These significant 

differences indicate that perceived levels of source credibility can have an impact on a 

recipient´s opinion.  

The mean differences between the opinions before and after the texts suggest that the perceived 

credibility seems to have more impact on the opinion of the respondents in the social media 

influencer group (Figure 20).  
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Figure 20 - Paired Samples Statistics of the Opinion Before and the Opinion After the Stimuli of both Experimental Groups 
depending on Level of Source Credibility 

In order to analyze whether these differences between the opinions after the text were actually 

significant further t-tests were done. In the BBC group low levels of perceived credibility 

resulted in an average positive attitude towards vaccinations of M=4.0 (SD=.904) while people 

with a high level of perceived credibility of the presented source scored an average of M=3.61 

(SD=.805). With a mean difference of .734 the social media influencer group was able to reach 

an even greater difference of average. While people with a low perceived credibility of the 

presented source had an average of M=4.10 (SD=.802) people with a high level of perceived 

credibility scored an average of M=3.37 (SD=.823) (Figure 20). The analyzed differences of 

both experimental groups were significant (Figure 21).  

  
       Independent Samples t-Test 

 

Mean Difference t df 
Sig. (2-tailed) 

BBC: Opinion 
rate after 
Stimulus 

.387 2.470 132 .015 

SM: Opinion 
rate after 
Stimulus 

.734 5.047 136 .000 

Figure 21 - Independent Samples t-Test of the Opinion After the Stimuli of both Experimental Groups depending on Level of 
Source Credibility 

In an effort to explain the great impact of high levels of perceived credibility on the opinion of 

respondents in the social media influencer group correlations between their levels of perceived 

credibility and their assessments regarding the authority and popularity of the source were 
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conducted. Pearson´s correlation tests were used to uncover the relationship between the levels 

of perceived credibility of the social media influencer source and the items ‘I perceive the 

source who posted the text as an authority’, ‘I perceive the source who posted the text as 

popular’ and ‘Other people trust the source who posted the text’. Results of the Pearson´s tests 

disclosed a highly significant positive correlation between the respective constructs (Figure 22). 

The more they perceived the source as popular, trusted by others and as an authority the higher 

were their perceived credibility levels of the source. Especially positive perceptions of authority 

are highly linked to a high perceived credibility indicating again that the perceived authority of 

a source is highly influential on attitude change. The great opinion change in the social media 

influencer group can thus be explained by high perceptions of popularity, trust from others and 

– in particular – authority.   

 

 Pearson´s Correlation Test 

Perceived Credibility Index of Social Media 
Influencer Group 

Pearson 
Correlation 

Sig. (2-tailed) N 

‘I perceive the 
source who posted 
the text as an 
authority’ 

.437 .000 138 

‘I perceive the 
source who posted 
the text as popular’ 

.333 .000 138 

‘Other people trust 
the source who 
posted the text’ 

.409 .000 138 

Figure 22 - Correlations between Heuristic Cues and the Social Media Group´s Source Credibility Index 

These results indicate that a general high perceived credibility of the presented source 

influences the attitudes of recipients in a desired way (more negative towards vaccinations). 

Especially high perceived credibility rates in the social media influencer group seem to 

positively influence the opinion of recipients. These observations lead to the assumption that 

H4: High levels of perceived credibility of a source result into high levels of agreement can 

preliminarily be accepted. 

8.2 Limitations 

As already indicated in chapters 7.1 and 7.5 the study does include factors that could limit the 

generalization and representativeness of the sample as well as the validity of the measuring 

instrument which have to be taken into account. In general, quantitative research methods have 
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limited insight into the deeper motivations behind respondents´ attitudes or behaviors. 

Quantitative methods help to identify patterns, make significant correlations and comparisons 

and minimized distorting factors (Scholl, 2015). However, qualitative research might be able 

to better explain certain factors that could justify observed attitudes and behavior. Nevertheless, 

it is necessary to first discover specific behavioral patterns and tendencies. More detailed and 

more qualitative approaches and methods can follow and use quantitative results as a scientific 

foundation and starting point. Also, the standardization of questions and response choices in 

the survey can limit the gathered information to the categories that were offered as options and 

discount any other possibilities. Viable information could thus be lost (Kromrey et al., 2016). 

However, variables and response categories should be as controlled as possible. A certain 

degree of standardization is necessary to uncover, quantify and compare exclusive and direct 

connections between variables such as resulting behaviors after an experimental treatment. 

Furthermore, standardization ensures high levels of reliability, validity and objectivity of the 

data collection (Diekmann, 2013). A further potentially limiting factor regarding the used 

method could be the lack of control over the interview situation during a web-based 

questionnaire. Some questions in the survey were highly depended on the current mindset of a 

recipient. Respondents could have been influenced by several external factors during the period 

of the data collection. The recently increased coverage on misleading information on social 

media platforms could have had an impact on the results of the study. Nonetheless, such absence 

of other people that could compromise the feeling of anonymity could help to avoid any 

resulting distractions and distortions such as social desirability and increase objectivity (Hug & 

Poscheschnik, 2015).  

Furthermore, also the definition of the target group or the selection of the sampling method 

could further restrict the representativeness and generalization of the findings. An inclusion of 

a wider age range or different educational backgrounds and occupations could give a more 

general and broader overview of the observed attitudes and behaviors and increase the 

representativeness of the sample. Moreover, the results of the study indicated that one of the 

reasons for the substantial attitude changes of the recipients could be traced back to the 

participants´ rather limited knowledge on DNA vaccines. A sample with more extensive 

knowledge on vaccinations could have resulted in a less considerable attitude change due to a 

lower impact of informational conformity effects on the respondents. Furthermore, especially 
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highly motivated respondents are overrepresented due to the volunteer bias (Bordens & 

Barrington Abbott, 2018). 

Additionally, the nonrandom sampling technique used for this study could also lead to a less 

equal representation or distribution of potential characteristics of the target population 

(Diekmann, 2013). Nevertheless, the results of the sociodemographic questions show that the 

target group is adequately represented in the sample. However, it should be taken into account 

that these factors could limit the representativeness of the findings and should thus not be 

generalized but used as indicators for behavioral patterns and tendencies.  

9 Summary of the Main Findings and Outlook  

The current rise in anti-vaccination movements has led to serious consequences on the public 

health such as the recent outbreak of measles in the United States (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2019). The continuous distribution of misleading information on vaccinations 

reinforces these negative developments. Both social media influencers and well-established 

news outlets have distributed inaccurate information on health-related topics and increased 

negative attitudes and behaviors (Coleman, 2019; Health Feedback, 2018). Their apparent 

impact on recipients’ opinions and behaviors suggests that the popularity of influencers in favor 

of the anti-vaccination movement and the authority of well-established news outlets, could 

impact their perceived credibility as sources. These heuristic cues and the resulting increased 

source credibility could ultimately be one of the reasons for the current impact on the attitudes 

towards vaccinations.  

The first research question of the present study tried to uncover to what extent heuristic cues 

have an impact on source credibility evaluations in the autism-vaccination debate. Results for 

hypothesis 1 verify the theoretical assumptions that authority cues could have a particular 

influence on perceptions of credibility. Said authority cues usually highlight the expertise and 

knowledge of a source which increases perceptions of authority and positively influences 

credibility evaluations (Hovland et al., 1953; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Rieh, 2010). The 

significant difference of average between both experimental groups indicated that the well-

established news outlet BBC was perceived as significantly more credible than the social media 

influencer Jenny McCarthy. Results also showed that the BBC´s perception of authority was 

significantly higher rated than Jenny McCarthy´s. Additionally, even though the BBC text did 



65 
 
 

not include any visible popularity cues the perception of popularity and perceived trust from 

other recipients were significantly higher in the BBC group than in the social media influencer 

group as well. The theoretical assumptions that high ratings or visible agreement of other users 

would strengthen perceptions of popularity in the social media influencer group and 

consequently positively affect the source´s credibility (Appelman & Sundar, 2016) could thus 

not be confirmed in the results of the study. In conclusion, the higher perceived authority and 

credibility of the BBC as source suggests that authority cues can have a positive impact on 

source credibility. In health-related topics, particularly authority figures are seen as credible 

sources of information (Sbaffi & Rowley, 2017). Lower ratings in the credibility assessment of 

the social media influencer source could thus indicate that most respondents do not accept Jenny 

McCarthy as an authority figure who is in a position to make valid statements about a potential 

autism-vaccination link. This could implicate that in health risk communication the authority 

of a source is more impactful on credibility assessments than any cues signalizing the source´s 

popularity.  

Results for hypothesis 2 also concur with preceding research findings on trust in media outlets. 

Recent polls have uncovered certain tendencies that people start to regain more trust in 

traditional media outlets (Edelman, 2018; Matsa & Shearer, 2018; Newman et al., 2018). 

According to the results of the present study, this positive development seemed to have a 

positive effect on the source credibility evaluation of the BBC as source. A general high trust 

in news outlets was significantly correlated with high perceived credibility of the BBC. This 

could imply that recipients with high trust in well-established news outlets could thus be more 

acceptable towards authority cues and perceive the credibility of the BBC as higher than 

recipients with low trust in the media. A general high trust in news outlets did not seem to affect 

recipients of the social media influencer group.  

The results for hypotheses 1 and 2 lead to the conclusion that only authority cues seem to 

positively influence the source credibility evaluation of the BBC. Popularity cues in the social 

media influencer group did not affect evaluations of source credibility to any extent.  

The second research question asked to what extent the perceived credibility of a source affects 

a recipient´s opinion on a potential autism-vaccination link. According to previous studies, a 

potential attitude change towards vaccinations could result from either heuristic cues 
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amplifying conformity effects (Cialdini, 2007; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Noelle-Neumann, 

1991) or a generally high perceived source credibility (Hovland et al., 1953).  

Findings from previous research leading to the third hypothesis of the study suggested that 

heuristic cues intensify conformity effects. Especially social influence – also known as 

normative conformity – is supposed to be particularly impactful on a potential attitude change 

(Cialdini, 2007; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955; Noelle-Neumann, 1991). People are inherently afraid 

of social isolation and exclusion (Noelle-Neumann, 1991) and, thus, tend to agree with the 

majority of opinion even if it might differ from their own attitude (Cialdini, 2007; Deutsch & 

Gerard, 1955; Noelle-Neumann, 1991). However, the third hypothesis had to be preliminarily 

rejected. Results of the analysis have shown that there was indeed a significant change in the 

opinion of the recipients of both groups after having been exposed to the text. However, the 

results of the data analysis indicated that people seemed to be more influenced by informational 

conformity, which could have been intensified by authority cues. Recipients of the well-

established news source BBC showed a significantly higher change in attitude than recipients 

of the social media influencer Jenny McCarthy. The data analysis showed that most participants 

did not have any previous knowledge on DNA vaccinations and were thus probably in need of 

guidance. In cases of confusion and uncertainty people usually tend to adopt the opinion of 

people who are perceived as knowledgeable (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955) which could explain 

why the BBC was more impactful on the recipients´ opinion. Especially respondents from the 

BBC group with a high need for conformity tended to particularly agree with the presented 

negative opinion on vaccinations. This underlines the assumption that especially informational 

conformity seemed to highly impact the opinion of a participant. In conclusion, the high 

adoption of the desired attitude in the BBC group shows that the source´s expertise and 

knowledge, which was highlighted by the authority cues did have a positive impact. 

Endorsement cues that might have strengthened effects of social influence seemed to have had 

a less positive impact on the opinion of recipients from the social media influencer group.  

Finally, the results for hypothesis 4 support the findings of previous studies that a generally 

high perceived source credibility could positively influence the opinion of recipients (Hovland 

et al., 1953). Results from both experimental groups proved that a high perception of source 

credibility was positively correlated to high levels of agreement to the presented viewpoints in 

the text. The higher the perceived credibility of the presented source was, the more negative 

were the recipients´ opinion towards vaccinations after being exposed to the text. Recipients 
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who did not perceive the presented source as credible were less likely to change their opinion 

after the exposure to the stimulus. High levels of perceived credibility had a particularly 

significant impact on the recipients´ opinion in the social media influencer group. People who 

evaluated Jenny McCarthy as a credible source were more likely to adopt her views on 

vaccinations. Further results showed that people who perceived Jenny McCarthy as credible 

did also perceive her as an authority figure. This highlights once again the importance and great 

impact perceptions of authority can have on recipients.  

Findings of the study indicate that the BBC seems to be accepted as a dominant player in society 

due to its perceived authority, which can have a great impact on public opinion. The results 

support the perception that traditional media outlets can have a significant impact on the opinion 

and perceived common knowledge of the recipients. The mass media shapes and is shaped by 

the prevailing ideology of the ruling elite (Gramsci, 1968). The findings might indicate that 

traditional news outlets could have the power to question common knowledge and to shape 

people´s opinion according to their (and potentially the pharmaceutical industry´s) agenda and 

ideology. The two-step flow of communication suggests that the media does not have a direct 

influence on recipients, but that opinion leaders filter relevant information and portray issues 

according to their attitude (Turnbull & Meenaghan, 1980).  Literature indicates that people tend 

to trust sources that share their beliefs and values and who are in immediate vicinity. Opinion 

leaders are seen as role models people can identify with (Dressler & Telle, 2009; Jäckel, 2011; 

Lazarsfeld & Katz, 1962). Their representation of issues can highly influence the opinion of 

recipients (Orgad, 2012). However, the results of the study were not able to confirm this. People 

were less willing to adopt the social media influencer´s attitude towards vaccinations. The direct 

influence of a mass media outlets was, therefore, more influential than a self-proclaimed 

opinion leader on social media. The generally low credibility and impact on the attitudes of the 

respondents in the social media influencer group could suggest that Jenny McCarthy was not 

commonly perceived as an opinion leader. However, the findings also suggest that especially 

people with high trust in the social media source showed significant differences in attitude. This 

could indicate that these respondents saw and acknowledged Jenny McCarthy as an opinion 

leader they could identify with or knew her before and were, thus, more willing to adopt her 

attitude towards vaccinations. This could implicate that a successful influence of opinion 

leaders as intermediate links between mass media and the recipients can only lead to attitude 

changes if recipients also perceive them as legitimate, knowledgeable and trustworthy sources. 
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Influencers who are perceived and accepted as opinion leaders in a certain area could, therefore, 

indeed influence the opinion of recipients by highlighting or obscuring certain factors of an 

issue. 

In conclusion, results have shown that informational conformity effects which are intensified 

by authority cues can positively influence the opinion of recipients exposed to the BBC as a 

source. The BBC was successful in questioning the common knowledge of vaccinations and 

the shaping of the recipients´ opinion according to its viewpoints. In general, high source 

credibility of well-established news outlets as well as of social media influencers can have a 

very significant impact on the opinion of recipients. The results for all four hypotheses have 

underlined what a great impact a good reputation or high levels of perceived authority can have 

on the credibility of a source and the opinion of recipients on vaccinations and in particular on 

a potential autism-vaccination link. On the one hand, this implicates a great necessity for self-

proclaimed experts and opinion leaders on social media platforms and particularly for well-

established news outlets to increase their efforts to thoroughly and accurately research health-

related topics. Their great impact on public opinion leaves them with great responsibilities to 

inform the public as accurate as possible. On the other hand, also recipients have to critically 

address health-related issues, fact check media coverage on health topics and not solemnly rely 

on the good reputation of a source. A more thoroughly researched coverage of health-related 

topics combined with a critical questioning of said information could positively influence public 

health.   

As already mentioned in 8.2, the present study does have a few limitations that could restrict 

the generalization of the presented results. In the future, following quantitative studies could 

include a broader target population. This could help to ensure an equal distribution of different 

characteristics such as gender, age and education to reach a greater representativeness of results. 

Further studies on the roles of source credibility or heuristic cues in the vaccination debate 

could give deeper insights into the observed behaviors and attitudes of recipients. From a 

qualitative perspective, for example, an analysis of possible motivations behind the observed 

attitude change after the exposure to the stimuli could be conducted. In-depth interviews could 

confirm or reject the influencing role reputation heuristics can have in the evaluation of source 

credibility. Furthermore, also an experimental study with focus groups could uncover whether 

group-based source credibility evaluations and the consequently increased social pressure could 
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lead to a higher impact of popularity cues on credibility assessments and the opinion of the 

participants.  
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2 Output of the Data Analysis  

 

2.1 – Sociodemographic Data 

 

Sociodemographic Data 

 

 

Statistics 

 Age Gender Education 

N Valid 272 270 272 

Missing 0 2 0 

Mean 24,90 1,41 3,67 

Median 24,00 1,00 4,00 

Mode 25 1 4 

Std. Deviation 7,374 ,494 ,597 

Variance 54,382 ,244 ,356 

Range 58 1 4 

Minimum 17 1 1 

Maximum 75 2 5 

 

 

Age 

 

Statistics 

Age: [01]   

N Valid 272 

Missing 0 

Mean 24,90 

Median 24,00 

Mode 25 

Std. Deviation 7,374 

Variance 54,382 

Range 58 

Minimum 17 

Maximum 75 

 

 

Age 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 17 1 ,4 ,4 ,4 

18 7 2,6 2,6 2,9 

19 30 11,0 11,0 14,0 

20 19 7,0 7,0 21,0 

21 23 8,5 8,5 29,4 

22 26 9,6 9,6 39,0 

23 21 7,7 7,7 46,7 

24 27 9,9 9,9 56,6 

25 47 17,3 17,3 73,9 

26 21 7,7 7,7 81,6 

27 8 2,9 2,9 84,6 

28 14 5,1 5,1 89,7 

29 3 1,1 1,1 90,8 

30 5 1,8 1,8 92,6 

31 1 ,4 ,4 93,0 

32 1 ,4 ,4 93,4 

34 1 ,4 ,4 93,8 

35 2 ,7 ,7 94,5 

38 1 ,4 ,4 94,9 

39 2 ,7 ,7 95,6 

42 1 ,4 ,4 96,0 

43 1 ,4 ,4 96,3 

49 1 ,4 ,4 96,7 

50 1 ,4 ,4 97,1 

52 1 ,4 ,4 97,4 

53 2 ,7 ,7 98,2 

55 1 ,4 ,4 98,5 

56 1 ,4 ,4 98,9 

58 1 ,4 ,4 99,3 

60 1 ,4 ,4 99,6 

75 1 ,4 ,4 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  

 

 

Gender 

 

Gender 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Female 158 58,1 58,5 58,5 

Male 112 41,2 41,5 100,0 

Total 270 99,3 100,0  

Missing Other 2 ,7   

Total 272 100,0   

 

 

Education 

 

Education 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid No high school diploma 3 1,1 1,1 1,1 

Still a high school student 5 1,8 1,8 2,9 

High school diploma 76 27,9 27,9 30,9 

University degree (e. g. BA, 

MA, MBA, Doctoral degree, 

Law degree etc.) 

184 67,6 67,6 98,5 

Other 4 1,5 1,5 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  

 

 

People who use social media 

 

Statistics 

Do you use SM?   

N Valid 272 

Missing 0 

Mean 1,04 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 2 

 

 

Do you use SM? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 260 95,6 95,6 95,6 
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No 12 4,4 4,4 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  

 

People > 18 who use social media 

 

Statistics 

Do you use SM?   

N Valid 1 

Missing 0 

Mean 1,00 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 1 

 

 

Do you use SM? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 1 100,0 100,0 100,0 

 

 

 

People >= 18 & <= 34 who use social media 

Statistics 

Do you use SM?   

N Valid 254 

Missing 0 

Mean 1,04 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 2 

 

 

Do you use SM? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 245 96,5 96,5 96,5 

No 9 3,5 3,5 100,0 

Total 254 100,0 100,0  
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People > 34 who use social media 

 

Statistics 

Do you use SM?   

N Valid 17 

Missing 0 

Mean 1,18 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 2 

 

 

Do you use SM? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 14 82,4 82,4 82,4 

No 3 17,6 17,6 100,0 

Total 17 100,0 100,0  

 

 

 

Women >= 18 & <= 34 who use social media 

 

Statistics 

Do you use SM?   

N Valid 151 

Missing 0 

Mean 1,02 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 2 

 

 

Do you use SM? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 148 98,0 98,0 98,0 

No 3 2,0 2,0 100,0 

Total 151 100,0 100,0  
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Men >= 18 & <= 34 who use social media 

 

Statistics 

Do you use SM?   

N Valid 102 

Missing 0 

Mean 1,06 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 2 

 

 

Do you use SM? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 96 94,1 94,1 94,1 

No 6 5,9 5,9 100,0 

Total 102 100,0 100,0  

 

 

Frequencies of the people who fulfil all the requirements of the target group 

 

Statistics 

 Gender Age Education 

N Valid 166 167 167 

Missing 1 0 0 

Mean 1,42 24,50 4,00 

Minimum 1 19 4 

Maximum 2 34 4 

 

 

Gender 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Female 97 58,1 58,4 58,4 

Male 69 41,3 41,6 100,0 

Total 166 99,4 100,0  

Missing Other 1 ,6   



99 
 
 

Total 167 100,0   

 

 

Age 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 19 3 1,8 1,8 1,8 

20 6 3,6 3,6 5,4 

21 10 6,0 6,0 11,4 

22 19 11,4 11,4 22,8 

23 15 9,0 9,0 31,7 

24 25 15,0 15,0 46,7 

25 41 24,6 24,6 71,3 

26 21 12,6 12,6 83,8 

27 7 4,2 4,2 88,0 

28 10 6,0 6,0 94,0 

29 3 1,8 1,8 95,8 

30 5 3,0 3,0 98,8 

31 1 ,6 ,6 99,4 

34 1 ,6 ,6 100,0 

Total 167 100,0 100,0  

 

 

Education 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid University degree (e. g. BA, 

MA, MBA, Doctoral degree, 

Law degree etc.) 

167 100,0 100,0 100,0 

 
 

2.2 – First Hypothesis 
 

Source Credibility Index: 

 

Cronbach´s Alpha rate of the Source Credibility Index 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 N % 

Cases Valid 272 100,0 
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Excludeda 0 ,0 

Total 272 100,0 

a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the 

procedure. 

 

 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's 

Alpha N of Items 

,916 9 

 

 

Item-Total Statistics 

 

Scale Mean if 

Item Deleted 

Scale Variance 

if Item Deleted 

Corrected Item-

Total Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if Item 

Deleted 

Questions for Texts: 

Balanced 

22,01 44,956 ,759 ,903 

Questions for Texts: Reports 

the whole story 

22,27 45,998 ,736 ,905 

Questions for Texts: 

Objective 

22,02 45,756 ,645 ,911 

Questions for Texts: 

Accurate 

21,99 45,314 ,786 ,902 

Questions for Texts: Honest 

(sincere) 

21,60 45,938 ,691 ,908 

Questions for Texts: 

Believable (trustworthy) 

21,93 43,589 ,778 ,902 

Questions for Texts: Up-to-

Date (including latest 

information or facts) 

21,66 44,757 ,750 ,904 

Questions for Texts: Current 

(relevant, occuring at the 

moment) 

21,19 46,859 ,629 ,912 

Questions for Texts: Timely 

(on time, quickly) 

21,36 48,452 ,586 ,914 

 
 

 

Statistics 

Source Credibility Index   
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N Valid 272 

Missing 0 

Mean 2,7226 

Std. Error of Mean ,05099 

Median 2,7778 

Mode 3,00 

Std. Deviation ,84096 

Variance ,707 

Minimum 1,00 

Maximum 5,00 

 

 

Source Credibility Index 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,00 13 4,8 4,8 4,8 

1,11 1 ,4 ,4 5,1 

1,22 1 ,4 ,4 5,5 

1,33 4 1,5 1,5 7,0 

1,44 6 2,2 2,2 9,2 

1,56 5 1,8 1,8 11,0 

1,67 8 2,9 2,9 14,0 

1,78 5 1,8 1,8 15,8 

1,89 6 2,2 2,2 18,0 

2,00 9 3,3 3,3 21,3 

2,11 10 3,7 3,7 25,0 

2,22 10 3,7 3,7 28,7 

2,33 13 4,8 4,8 33,5 

2,44 15 5,5 5,5 39,0 

2,56 9 3,3 3,3 42,3 

2,67 17 6,3 6,3 48,5 

2,78 13 4,8 4,8 53,3 

2,89 10 3,7 3,7 57,0 

3,00 19 7,0 7,0 64,0 

3,11 18 6,6 6,6 70,6 

3,22 9 3,3 3,3 73,9 

3,33 10 3,7 3,7 77,6 

3,44 10 3,7 3,7 81,3 

3,56 14 5,1 5,1 86,4 

3,67 5 1,8 1,8 88,2 
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3,78 9 3,3 3,3 91,5 

3,89 4 1,5 1,5 93,0 

4,00 10 3,7 3,7 96,7 

4,11 1 ,4 ,4 97,1 

4,22 2 ,7 ,7 97,8 

4,33 1 ,4 ,4 98,2 

4,56 2 ,7 ,7 98,9 

4,78 1 ,4 ,4 99,3 

5,00 2 ,7 ,7 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  

 

 

 

 

Frequencies of Source Credibility Index of the BBC and Source Credibility Index and 

the social media influencer group 

 

Statistics 

 

Source 

Credibility Index 

BBC 

Source 

Credibility 

Index SM 

N Valid 134 138 

Missing 138 134 

Mean 3,0771 2,3784 

Std. Error of Mean ,06757 ,06386 

Median 3,1111 2,4444 

Mode 3,00a 2,67 

Std. Deviation ,78215 ,75019 

Variance ,612 ,563 

Minimum 1,00 1,00 

Maximum 5,00 5,00 

a. Multiple modes exist. The smallest value is shown 

 
 

 

 

Source Credibility Index BBC 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,00 3 1,1 2,2 2,2 
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1,11 1 ,4 ,7 3,0 

1,56 1 ,4 ,7 3,7 

1,67 2 ,7 1,5 5,2 

1,78 2 ,7 1,5 6,7 

1,89 1 ,4 ,7 7,5 

2,00 3 1,1 2,2 9,7 

2,11 4 1,5 3,0 12,7 

2,22 3 1,1 2,2 14,9 

2,33 4 1,5 3,0 17,9 

2,44 7 2,6 5,2 23,1 

2,56 6 2,2 4,5 27,6 

2,67 4 1,5 3,0 30,6 

2,78 6 2,2 4,5 35,1 

2,89 4 1,5 3,0 38,1 

3,00 11 4,0 8,2 46,3 

3,11 9 3,3 6,7 53,0 

3,22 5 1,8 3,7 56,7 

3,33 6 2,2 4,5 61,2 

3,44 7 2,6 5,2 66,4 

3,56 11 4,0 8,2 74,6 

3,67 5 1,8 3,7 78,4 

3,78 9 3,3 6,7 85,1 

3,89 3 1,1 2,2 87,3 

4,00 9 3,3 6,7 94,0 

4,11 1 ,4 ,7 94,8 

4,22 2 ,7 1,5 96,3 

4,33 1 ,4 ,7 97,0 

4,56 2 ,7 1,5 98,5 

4,78 1 ,4 ,7 99,3 

5,00 1 ,4 ,7 100,0 

Total 134 49,3 100,0  

Missing System 138 50,7   

Total 272 100,0   

 

 

Source Credibility Index of the social media influencer group 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,00 10 3,7 7,2 7,2 

1,22 1 ,4 ,7 8,0 
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1,33 4 1,5 2,9 10,9 

1,44 6 2,2 4,3 15,2 

1,56 4 1,5 2,9 18,1 

1,67 6 2,2 4,3 22,5 

1,78 3 1,1 2,2 24,6 

1,89 5 1,8 3,6 28,3 

2,00 6 2,2 4,3 32,6 

2,11 6 2,2 4,3 37,0 

2,22 7 2,6 5,1 42,0 

2,33 9 3,3 6,5 48,6 

2,44 8 2,9 5,8 54,3 

2,56 3 1,1 2,2 56,5 

2,67 13 4,8 9,4 65,9 

2,78 7 2,6 5,1 71,0 

2,89 6 2,2 4,3 75,4 

3,00 8 2,9 5,8 81,2 

3,11 9 3,3 6,5 87,7 

3,22 4 1,5 2,9 90,6 

3,33 4 1,5 2,9 93,5 

3,44 3 1,1 2,2 95,7 

3,56 3 1,1 2,2 97,8 

3,89 1 ,4 ,7 98,6 

4,00 1 ,4 ,7 99,3 

5,00 1 ,4 ,7 100,0 

Total 138 50,7 100,0  

Missing System 134 49,3   

Total 272 100,0   

 

 

 

T-Test Source Credibility of the BBC and the social media influencer group 

 

Group Statistics 

 Experimental Group N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

BBC 134 3,08 ,782 ,068 

SM Influencer 138 2,38 ,750 ,064 
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Independent Samples Test 

 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

,054 ,816 7,520 270 ,000 ,699 ,093 ,516 ,882 

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  

7,515 268,639 ,000 ,699 ,093 ,516 ,882 

 

 

Correlations between the questions “I perceive the source who posted the text as an 

authority”, “I perceive the source who posted the text as popular” and “Other people 

trust the source who posted the text” and Source Credibility Index of both experimental 

groups: 

 

Correlations 

 

2. Questions for 

Texts: I perceive 

the source who 

posted the text 

as an authority 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

2. Questions for Texts: I 

perceive the source who 

posted the text as an authority 

Pearson Correlation 1 ,533** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 272 272 

Source Credibility Index Pearson Correlation ,533** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 272 272 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

 

Correlations 
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2. Questions for 

Texts: I perceive 

the source who 

posted the text 

as popular 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

2. Questions for Texts: I 

perceive the source who 

posted the text as popular 

Pearson Correlation 1 ,419** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 272 272 

Source Credibility Index Pearson Correlation ,419** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 272 272 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

Correlations 

 

2. Questions for 

Texts: Other 

people trust the 

source who 

posted the text 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

2. Questions for Texts: Other 

people trust the source who 

posted the text 

Pearson Correlation 1 ,467** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 272 272 

Source Credibility Index Pearson Correlation ,467** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 272 272 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
 

Frequencies of the questions “I perceive the source who posted the text as an authority”, 

“I perceive the source who posted the text as popular” and “Other people trust the 

source who posted the text”:  

 

Group Statistics 

 

Experimental Group N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

2. Questions for Texts: I 

perceive the source who 

posted the text as an 

authority 

BBC 134 3,25 1,067 ,092 

SM Influencer 138 1,78 ,934 ,079 
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2. Questions for Texts: I 

perceive the source who 

posted the text as popular 

BBC 134 3,47 1,060 ,092 

SM Influencer 138 2,71 1,239 ,105 

2. Questions for Texts: 

Other people trust the 

source who posted the text 

BBC 134 3,09 1,198 ,104 

SM Influencer 138 2,36 1,145 ,097 

 

 

 

T-Test of the questions “I perceive the source who posted the text as an authority”, “I 

perceive the source who posted the text as popular” and “Other people trust the source 

who posted the text”: 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

2. Questions 

for Texts: I 

perceive the 

source who 

posted the 

text as an 

authority 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

4,033 ,046 12,111 270 ,000 1,471 ,121 1,232 1,710 

Equal 

variances 

not assumed 
  

12,087 263,129 ,000 1,471 ,122 1,231 1,711 

2. Questions 

for Texts: I 

perceive the 

source who 

posted the 

text as 

popular 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

9,572 ,002 5,429 270 ,000 ,760 ,140 ,484 1,036 

Equal 

variances 

not assumed 
  

5,441 265,780 ,000 ,760 ,140 ,485 1,035 

2. Questions 

for Texts: 

Other people 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

,060 ,806 5,170 270 ,000 ,734 ,142 ,455 1,014 
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trust the 

source who 

posted the 

text 

Equal 

variances 

not assumed 
  

5,166 268,496 ,000 ,734 ,142 ,455 1,014 

 
 

2.3 – Second Hypothesis 
 

Cronbach´s Alpha rate of the Media Trust Index 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 N % 

Cases Valid 272 100,0 

Excludeda 0 ,0 

Total 272 100,0 

a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the 

procedure. 

 

 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's 

Alpha N of Items 

,840 9 

 

 

Item-Total Statistics 

 

Scale Mean if 

Item Deleted 

Scale Variance 

if Item Deleted 

Corrected Item-

Total Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if Item 

Deleted 

Media Trust: Balanced 27,30 24,307 ,561 ,823 

Media Trust: Report the 

whole story 

27,50 23,535 ,619 ,816 

Media Trust: Objective 27,19 24,807 ,452 ,836 

Media Trust: Accurate 26,84 23,824 ,677 ,810 

Media Trust: Honest 

(sincere) 

27,00 23,568 ,655 ,812 

Media Trust: Believable 

(trustworthy) 

26,87 23,060 ,700 ,806 
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Media Trust: Up-to-Date 

(including latest information 

or facts) 

26,29 25,168 ,537 ,825 

Media Trust: Current 

(relevant, occuring at the 

moment) 

26,16 26,414 ,460 ,833 

Media Trust: Timely (on time, 

quickly) 

26,19 27,203 ,310 ,846 

 

 

Frequency of the Media Trust Index (both groups combined): 

 

Statistics 

Media Trust Index   

N Valid 272 

Missing 0 

Mean 3,3521 

Std. Error of Mean ,03726 

Median 3,3333 

Mode 3,33 

Std. Deviation ,61455 

Variance ,378 

Minimum 1,22 

Maximum 5,00 

 

 

Media Trust Index 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,22 1 ,4 ,4 ,4 

1,56 1 ,4 ,4 ,7 

1,78 2 ,7 ,7 1,5 

1,89 2 ,7 ,7 2,2 

2,00 3 1,1 1,1 3,3 

2,11 7 2,6 2,6 5,9 

2,22 1 ,4 ,4 6,3 

2,33 5 1,8 1,8 8,1 

2,44 4 1,5 1,5 9,6 

2,56 4 1,5 1,5 11,0 
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2,67 9 3,3 3,3 14,3 

2,78 7 2,6 2,6 16,9 

2,89 9 3,3 3,3 20,2 

3,00 21 7,7 7,7 27,9 

3,11 11 4,0 4,0 32,0 

3,22 23 8,5 8,5 40,4 

3,33 28 10,3 10,3 50,7 

3,44 26 9,6 9,6 60,3 

3,56 17 6,3 6,3 66,5 

3,67 15 5,5 5,5 72,1 

3,78 15 5,5 5,5 77,6 

3,89 14 5,1 5,1 82,7 

4,00 21 7,7 7,7 90,4 

4,11 8 2,9 2,9 93,4 

4,22 5 1,8 1,8 95,2 

4,33 4 1,5 1,5 96,7 

4,44 3 1,1 1,1 97,8 

4,56 4 1,5 1,5 99,3 

4,89 1 ,4 ,4 99,6 

5,00 1 ,4 ,4 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  

 
 

Frequencies of the Media Trust Index of the BBC and the social media influencer group  

 

Statistics 

 

Media Trust 

Index BBC 

Media Trust 

Index SM 

N Valid 134 138 

Missing 138 134 

Mean 3,4237 3,2826 

Std. Error of Mean ,05026 ,05441 

Median 3,4444 3,3333 

Mode 3,33 3,22 

Std. Deviation ,58178 ,63922 

Variance ,338 ,409 

Minimum 1,22 1,56 

Maximum 5,00 4,89 



111 
 
 

 

 

 

Media Trust Index BBC 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,22 1 ,4 ,7 ,7 

2,00 2 ,7 1,5 2,2 

2,11 2 ,7 1,5 3,7 

2,22 1 ,4 ,7 4,5 

2,33 4 1,5 3,0 7,5 

2,56 2 ,7 1,5 9,0 

2,67 4 1,5 3,0 11,9 

2,78 1 ,4 ,7 12,7 

2,89 3 1,1 2,2 14,9 

3,00 7 2,6 5,2 20,1 

3,11 8 2,9 6,0 26,1 

3,22 7 2,6 5,2 31,3 

3,33 17 6,3 12,7 44,0 

3,44 16 5,9 11,9 56,0 

3,56 10 3,7 7,5 63,4 

3,67 10 3,7 7,5 70,9 

3,78 7 2,6 5,2 76,1 

3,89 6 2,2 4,5 80,6 

4,00 15 5,5 11,2 91,8 

4,11 2 ,7 1,5 93,3 

4,22 2 ,7 1,5 94,8 

4,33 2 ,7 1,5 96,3 

4,44 2 ,7 1,5 97,8 

4,56 2 ,7 1,5 99,3 

5,00 1 ,4 ,7 100,0 

Total 134 49,3 100,0  

Missing System 138 50,7   

Total 272 100,0   

 
 

 

Media Trust Index social media influencer group 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,56 1 ,4 ,7 ,7 

1,78 2 ,7 1,4 2,2 

1,89 2 ,7 1,4 3,6 

2,00 1 ,4 ,7 4,3 

2,11 5 1,8 3,6 8,0 

2,33 1 ,4 ,7 8,7 

2,44 4 1,5 2,9 11,6 

2,56 2 ,7 1,4 13,0 

2,67 5 1,8 3,6 16,7 

2,78 6 2,2 4,3 21,0 

2,89 6 2,2 4,3 25,4 

3,00 14 5,1 10,1 35,5 

3,11 3 1,1 2,2 37,7 

3,22 16 5,9 11,6 49,3 

3,33 11 4,0 8,0 57,2 

3,44 10 3,7 7,2 64,5 

3,56 7 2,6 5,1 69,6 

3,67 5 1,8 3,6 73,2 

3,78 8 2,9 5,8 79,0 

3,89 8 2,9 5,8 84,8 

4,00 6 2,2 4,3 89,1 

4,11 6 2,2 4,3 93,5 

4,22 3 1,1 2,2 95,7 

4,33 2 ,7 1,4 97,1 

4,44 1 ,4 ,7 97,8 

4,56 2 ,7 1,4 99,3 

4,89 1 ,4 ,7 100,0 

Total 138 50,7 100,0  

Missing System 134 49,3   

Total 272 100,0   

Correlation between the Media Trust Index and Source Credibility Index: 

 

Correlations 

 MTIndex FRIndex 

Media 

Trust 

Index 

Pearson Correlation 1 ,249** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 272 272 

Pearson Correlation ,249** 1 
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Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 272 272 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

Correlation between Media Trust Index and Source Credibility Index – BBC Group: 

 

Correlations 

 

Media 

Trust 

Index 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

MTIndex Pearson Correlation 1 ,305** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 134 134 

FRIndex Pearson Correlation ,305** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 134 134 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

Correlation between Media Trust Index and Source Credibility Index – social media 

influencer Group: 

 

Correlations 

 

Media 

Trust 

Index 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Media 

Trust 

Index 

Pearson Correlation 1 ,148 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,083 

N 138 138 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Pearson Correlation ,148 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,083  

N 138 138 

 

T-Test difference of source credibility average between low and high trust in media – 

Both experimental groups 

Group Statistics 

 Media Trust Low & 

High N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
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Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Low 110 2,51 ,855 ,081 

High 162 2,87 ,802 ,063 

 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

,559 ,455 -

3,523 

270 ,001 -,359 ,102 -,559 -,158 

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  

-

3,480 

224,087 ,001 -,359 ,103 -,562 -,156 

 

 

 

T-Test difference of source credibility average between low and high trust in media – 

BBC Group 

 

Group Statistics 

 Media Trust Low & 

High N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Low 42 2,87 ,823 ,127 

High 92 3,17 ,749 ,078 

 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

Levene's Test for 

Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 



115 
 
 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

1,272 ,262 -

2,094 

132 ,038 -,301 ,144 -,586 -,017 

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  

-

2,021 

73,144 ,047 -,301 ,149 -,598 -,004 

 

 

 

T-Test difference of source credibility average between low and high trust in media – 

social media influencer Group 

 

Group Statistics 

 Media Trust Low & 

High N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Low 68 2,29 ,801 ,097 

High 70 2,47 ,691 ,083 

 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

,928 ,337 -

1,433 

136 ,154 -,182 ,127 -,434 ,069 

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  

-

1,430 

131,911 ,155 -,182 ,128 -,435 ,070 
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T-Test difference of source credibility average between BBC and social media influencer 

group – People with high trust in media 

 

 

Group Statistics 

 Experimental groups N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

BBC 92 3,17 ,749 ,078 

SM Influencer 70 2,47 ,691 ,083 

 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

,023 ,879 6,122 160 ,000 ,703 ,115 ,476 ,930 

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  

6,189 154,098 ,000 ,703 ,114 ,479 ,928 

 

 

2.4 – Third Hypothesis 
 

Cronbach´s Alpha Rate of the questions regarding the opinion before the exposure to 

the stimulus 

 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's 

Alpha N of Items 

,695 3 
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Item-Total Statistics 

 

Scale Mean if 

Item Deleted 

Scale Variance 

if Item Deleted 

Corrected Item-

Total Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if Item 

Deleted 

Opinion Before: I believe 

vaccinations are safe for me 

and other members of my 

community. 

7,5147 3,564 ,506 ,660 

Opinion Before: A link 

between vaccinations and 

autism is possible. [inverted] 

8,3235 2,301 ,549 ,556 

Opinion Before: Vaccinations 

can have long-lasting 

negative effects on the 

health of a person. [inverted] 

8,4044 2,205 ,552 ,558 

 
 

Cronbach´s Alpha Rate of the questions regarding the opinion after the exposure to the 

stimulus 

 

 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's 

Alpha N of Items 

,717 3 

 

 

Item-Total Statistics 

 

Scale Mean if 

Item Deleted 

Scale Variance 

if Item Deleted 

Corrected Item-

Total Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if Item 

Deleted 

Opinion After: I believe 

vaccinations are safe for me 

and other members of my 

community. 

7,0331 4,283 ,479 ,705 

Opinion Before: A link 

between vaccinations and 

autism is possible. [inverted] 

7,8750 2,899 ,611 ,531 
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Opinion Before: Vaccinations 

can have long-lasting 

negative effects on the 

health of a person. [inverted] 

7,8493 3,095 ,551 ,614 

 
 

 

Frequencies of the Opinion Before Index  

 

Statistics 

Opinion Before Index   

N Valid 272 

Missing 0 

Mean 4,0404 

Std. Error of Mean ,04631 

Median 4,0000 

Mode 5,00 

Std. Deviation ,76383 

Variance ,583 

Minimum 1,33 

Maximum 5,00 

 

 

Opinion Before Index 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,33 1 ,4 ,4 ,4 

2,00 2 ,7 ,7 1,1 

2,33 3 1,1 1,1 2,2 

2,67 10 3,7 3,7 5,9 

3,00 25 9,2 9,2 15,1 

3,33 30 11,0 11,0 26,1 

3,67 35 12,9 12,9 39,0 

4,00 35 12,9 12,9 51,8 

4,33 36 13,2 13,2 65,1 

4,67 43 15,8 15,8 80,9 

5,00 52 19,1 19,1 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  
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Frequencies of the Opinion After Index 

 

Statistics 

Opinion After Index   

N Valid 272 

Missing 0 

Mean 3,7929 

Std. Error of Mean ,05252 

Median 3,6667 

Mode 5,00 

Std. Deviation ,86620 

Variance ,750 

Minimum 1,67 

Maximum 5,00 

 

 

Opinion After Index 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,67 2 ,7 ,7 ,7 

2,00 2 ,7 ,7 1,5 

2,33 16 5,9 5,9 7,4 

2,67 20 7,4 7,4 14,7 

3,00 36 13,2 13,2 27,9 

3,33 28 10,3 10,3 38,2 

3,67 39 14,3 14,3 52,6 

4,00 32 11,8 11,8 64,3 

4,33 26 9,6 9,6 73,9 

4,67 19 7,0 7,0 80,9 

5,00 52 19,1 19,1 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  

 
 

Paired t-test statistics – Both experimental groups  

 

Paired Samples Statistics 
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 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 Opinion 

Before 

Index 

4,04 272 ,764 ,046 

Opinion 

After Index 

3,79 272 ,866 ,053 

 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 Opinion Before Index & 

Opinion After Index 

272 ,848 ,000 

 

 

Paired Samples Test 

 

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Opinion 

Before Index 

& Opinion 

After Index 

,248 ,460 ,028 ,193 ,302 8,876 271 ,000 

 
 

Frequencies of the Opinion Before Index of the BBC group 

 

 

Statistics 

Opinion Before Index BBC   

N Valid 134 

Missing 138 

Mean 4,0224 

Std. Error of Mean ,06219 

Median 4,0000 

Mode 5,00 

Std. Deviation ,71992 

Variance ,518 



121 
 
 

Minimum 2,33 

Maximum 5,00 

 

 

Opinion Before Index BBC 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 2,33 1 ,4 ,7 ,7 

2,67 6 2,2 4,5 5,2 

3,00 13 4,8 9,7 14,9 

3,33 18 6,6 13,4 28,4 

3,67 13 4,8 9,7 38,1 

4,00 21 7,7 15,7 53,7 

4,33 20 7,4 14,9 68,7 

4,67 20 7,4 14,9 83,6 

5,00 22 8,1 16,4 100,0 

Total 134 49,3 100,0  

Missing System 138 50,7   

Total 272 100,0   

 

 

Frequencies of the Opinion Before Index of the social media influencer group 

 

Statistics 

Opinion Before Index SM   

N Valid 138 

Missing 134 

Mean 4,0580 

Std. Error of Mean ,06865 

Median 4,1667 

Mode 5,00 

Std. Deviation ,80641 

Variance ,650 

Minimum 1,33 

Maximum 5,00 

 

 

Opinion Before Index SM 
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 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,33 1 ,4 ,7 ,7 

2,00 2 ,7 1,4 2,2 

2,33 2 ,7 1,4 3,6 

2,67 4 1,5 2,9 6,5 

3,00 12 4,4 8,7 15,2 

3,33 12 4,4 8,7 23,9 

3,67 22 8,1 15,9 39,9 

4,00 14 5,1 10,1 50,0 

4,33 16 5,9 11,6 61,6 

4,67 23 8,5 16,7 78,3 

5,00 30 11,0 21,7 100,0 

Total 138 50,7 100,0  

Missing System 134 49,3   

Total 272 100,0   

 
 

 

Frequencies of the Opinion After Index of the BBC group 

 

Statistics 

Opinion After Index BBC   

N Valid 134 

Missing 138 

Mean 3,7313 

Std. Error of Mean ,07360 

Median 3,6667 

Mode 5,00 

Std. Deviation ,85202 

Variance ,726 

Minimum 2,00 

Maximum 5,00 

 

 

Opinion After Index BBC 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 2,00 1 ,4 ,7 ,7 
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2,33 8 2,9 6,0 6,7 

2,67 13 4,8 9,7 16,4 

3,00 20 7,4 14,9 31,3 

3,33 17 6,3 12,7 44,0 

3,67 15 5,5 11,2 55,2 

4,00 14 5,1 10,4 65,7 

4,33 15 5,5 11,2 76,9 

4,67 9 3,3 6,7 83,6 

5,00 22 8,1 16,4 100,0 

Total 134 49,3 100,0  

Missing System 138 50,7   

Total 272 100,0   

 

 

Frequencies of the Opinion After Index of the social media group 

 

Statistics 

Opinion After Index SM   

N Valid 138 

Missing 134 

Mean 3,8527 

Std. Error of Mean ,07480 

Median 3,8333 

Mode 5,00 

Std. Deviation ,87871 

Variance ,772 

Minimum 1,67 

Maximum 5,00 

 

 

Opinion After Index SM 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,67 2 ,7 1,4 1,4 

2,00 1 ,4 ,7 2,2 

2,33 8 2,9 5,8 8,0 

2,67 7 2,6 5,1 13,0 

3,00 16 5,9 11,6 24,6 

3,33 11 4,0 8,0 32,6 
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3,67 24 8,8 17,4 50,0 

4,00 18 6,6 13,0 63,0 

4,33 11 4,0 8,0 71,0 

4,67 10 3,7 7,2 78,3 

5,00 30 11,0 21,7 100,0 

Total 138 50,7 100,0  

Missing System 134 49,3   

Total 272 100,0   

 

t-Test of opinion change of BBC versus social media group 

 

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 Opinion Before 

Index BBC 

4,02 134 ,720 ,062 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

3,73 134 ,852 ,074 

Pair 2 Opinion Before 

Index SM 

4,06 138 ,806 ,069 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

3,85 138 ,879 ,075 

 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 Opinion Before Index BBC & 

Opinion After Index BBC 

134 ,853 ,000 

Pair 2 Opinion Before Index SM & 

Opinion After Index SM 

138 ,847 ,000 

 

 

Paired Samples Test 

 

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 
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Pair 

1 

Opinion Before 

Index BBC & 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

,291 ,445 ,038 ,215 ,367 7,574 133 ,000 

Pair 

2 

Opinion Before 

Index SM & 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

,205 ,472 ,040 ,126 ,285 5,110 137 ,000 

 

 

Cronbach´s Alpha rate of the Conformity Index 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 N % 

Cases Valid 272 100,0 

Excludeda 0 ,0 

Total 272 100,0 

a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the 

procedure. 

 

 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbach's 

Alpha N of Items 

,858 8 

 

 

Item-Total Statistics 

 

Scale Mean if 

Item Deleted 

Scale Variance 

if Item Deleted 

Corrected Item-

Total Correlation 

Cronbach's 

Alpha if Item 

Deleted 

Need for Conformity: It is 

difficult for me to express my 

opinion if I think others won´t 

agree with what I say. 

19,81 27,622 ,733 ,824 

Need for Conformity: There 

have been many times when 

I have thought others around 

me were wrong but I didn´t 

let them... 

19,15 29,681 ,598 ,841 
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Need for Conformity: When I 

disagree with others, I´d 

rather go along with them 

than argue about it. 

19,69 30,577 ,595 ,841 

Need for Conformity: It is 

easy for me to express my 

opinion around others who I 

think will disagree with me. 

[inverted] 

19,54 30,758 ,553 ,846 

Need for Conformity: I´d feel 

uncomfortable if someone 

asked my opinion and I knew 

that he or she wouldn´t 

agree with... 

19,55 30,388 ,547 ,847 

Need for Conformity: I tend 

to say my opinion only 

around friends or other 

people I trust. 

19,19 28,406 ,638 ,836 

Need for Conformity: It is 

safer to keep quiet than 

publicly state an opinion that 

you know most others don´t 

share. 

19,21 30,565 ,538 ,848 

Need for Conformity: If I 

disagree with others, I have 

no problem letting them 

know it. [inverted] 

19,78 30,143 ,609 ,840 

 

 

Frequencies of the Conformity Index 

 

Statistics 

Conformity Index   

N Valid 272 

Missing 0 

Mean 2,7845 

Std. Error of Mean ,04679 

Median 2,7500 

Mode 2,75 

Std. Deviation ,77161 
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Variance ,595 

Minimum 1,00 

Maximum 4,75 

 

 

Conformity Index   

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 1,00 2 ,7 ,7 ,7 

1,25 2 ,7 ,7 1,5 

1,38 4 1,5 1,5 2,9 

1,50 9 3,3 3,3 6,3 

1,63 5 1,8 1,8 8,1 

1,75 6 2,2 2,2 10,3 

1,88 6 2,2 2,2 12,5 

2,00 12 4,4 4,4 16,9 

2,13 13 4,8 4,8 21,7 

2,25 20 7,4 7,4 29,0 

2,38 19 7,0 7,0 36,0 

2,50 13 4,8 4,8 40,8 

2,63 20 7,4 7,4 48,2 

2,75 22 8,1 8,1 56,3 

2,88 13 4,8 4,8 61,0 

3,00 11 4,0 4,0 65,1 

3,13 9 3,3 3,3 68,4 

3,25 14 5,1 5,1 73,5 

3,38 9 3,3 3,3 76,8 

3,50 12 4,4 4,4 81,3 

3,63 12 4,4 4,4 85,7 

3,75 14 5,1 5,1 90,8 

3,88 6 2,2 2,2 93,0 

4,00 6 2,2 2,2 95,2 

4,13 4 1,5 1,5 96,7 

4,25 2 ,7 ,7 97,4 

4,50 3 1,1 1,1 98,5 

4,63 3 1,1 1,1 99,6 

4,75 1 ,4 ,4 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  
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Correlation between the level of need for conformity and opinion after Stimulus 

 

Correlations 

 

Conformity 

Index   

Opinion 

After Index 

Conformity 

Index   

Pearson Correlation 1 -,119* 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,049 

N 272 272 

Opinion 

After Index 

Pearson Correlation -,119* 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,049  

N 272 272 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

Paired t-test of the Low Conformity averages of the opinion before and after in the BBC 

and social media influencer group 

 

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 Opinion Before 

Index BBC 

4,12 73 ,734 ,086 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

3,87 73 ,894 ,105 

Pair 2 Opinion Before 

Index SM 

4,15 80 ,779 ,087 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

3,97 80 ,867 ,097 

 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 Opinion Before Index BBC & 

Opinion After Index BBC 

73 ,896 ,000 

Pair 2 Opinion Before Index SM & 

Opinion After Index SM 

80 ,860 ,000 

 

 

Paired Samples Test 

 Paired Differences t df 
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Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference Sig. (2-

tailed) Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Opinion Before 

Index BBC - 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

,256 ,403 ,047 ,162 ,350 5,426 72 ,000 

Pair 

2 

Opinion Before 

Index SM - 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

,183 ,443 ,050 ,085 ,282 3,698 79 ,000 

 

 

High Conformity Group 

 

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 Opinion Before 

Index BBC 

3,90 61 ,689 ,088 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

3,57 61 ,775 ,099 

Pair 2 Opinion Before 

Index SM 

3,93 58 ,831 ,109 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

3,69 58 ,876 ,115 

 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 Opinion Before Index BBC & 

Opinion After Index BBC 

61 ,782 ,000 

Pair 2 Opinion Before Index SM & 

Opinion After Index SM 

58 ,822 ,000 

 

 

Paired Samples Test 

 Paired Differences t df 
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Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference Sig. (2-

tailed) Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Opinion Before 

Index BBC - 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

,333 ,491 ,063 ,208 ,459 5,306 60 ,000 

Pair 

2 

Opinion Before 

Index SM - 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

,236 ,511 ,067 ,101 ,370 3,511 57 ,001 

 
 

Frequencies of Knowledge on DNA Vaccines 

 

 

Statistics 

DNA Vaccines   

N Valid 272 

Missing 0 

Mean 1,66 

Std. Error of Mean ,029 

Median 2,00 

Mode 2 

Std. Deviation ,474 

Variance ,225 

Minimum 1 

Maximum 2 

 

 

DNA Vaccines 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Yes 92 33,8 33,8 33,8 

No 180 66,2 66,2 100,0 

Total 272 100,0 100,0  
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2.5 – Fourth Hypothesis 
 

Correlation Source Credibility Index and Opinion After 

 

Correlations 

 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Opinion 

After Index 

Source 

Credibility 

Index 

Pearson Correlation 1 -,382** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 272 272 

Opinion 

After 

Index 

Pearson Correlation -,382** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 272 272 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
 

T-Test of low source credibility group and opinions before and after the stimulus of the 

BBC and social media group 

 

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 Opinion Before 

Index BBC 

4,21 41 ,759 ,119 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

4,00 41 ,904 ,141 

Pair 2 Opinion Before 

Index SM 

4,24 91 ,746 ,078 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

4,10 91 ,802 ,084 

 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 Opinion Before Index BBC & 

Opinion After Index BBC 

41 ,931 ,000 

Pair 2 Opinion Before Index SM & 

Opinion After Index SM 

91 ,844 ,000 
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Paired Samples Test 

 

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Opinion Before 

Index BBC - 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

,211 ,340 ,053 ,104 ,319 3,986 40 ,000 

Pair 

2 

Opinion Before 

Index SM - 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

,136 ,436 ,046 ,045 ,226 2,966 90 ,004 

 

T-Test of high source credibility and opinions before and after the stimulus of the BBC 

and social media influencer group 

 

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 Opinion Before 

Index BBC 

3,94 93 ,690 ,072 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

3,61 93 ,805 ,083 

Pair 2 Opinion Before 

Index SM 

3,71 47 ,812 ,118 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

3,37 47 ,823 ,120 

 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 Opinion Before Index BBC & 

Opinion After Index BBC 

93 ,803 ,000 

Pair 2 Opinion Before Index SM & 

Opinion After Index SM 

47 ,803 ,000 

 

 

Paired Samples Test 
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Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

Opinion Before 

Index BBC - 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

,326 ,481 ,050 ,227 ,425 6,533 92 ,000 

Pair 

2 

Opinion Before 

Index SM - 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

,340 ,513 ,075 ,190 ,491 4,549 46 ,000 

 
 

T-Test Opinion after with low and high perceived source credibility of the BBC and 

social media influencer group 

 

 

Group Statistics 

 Source Credibility Index 

Low & High N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

Low 41 4,00 ,904 ,141 

High 93 3,61 ,805 ,083 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

Low 91 4,10 ,802 ,084 

High 47 3,37 ,823 ,120 

 

 

Independent Samples Test 

 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. 

(2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Opinion After 

Index BBC 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

2,568 ,111 2,470 132 ,015 ,387 ,157 ,077 ,697 
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Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  

2,361 69,200 ,021 ,387 ,164 ,060 ,714 

Opinion After 

Index SM 

Equal 

variances 

assumed 

,021 ,885 5,047 136 ,000 ,734 ,145 ,446 1,021 

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  

5,006 91,022 ,000 ,734 ,147 ,443 1,025 

 

 
 

Correlation between the Source Credibility Index of the social media influencer group 

and the perceived authority 

 

 

Correlations 

 

Source 

Credibility 

Index SM 

2. Questions for 

Texts: I perceive 

the source who 

posted the text 

as an authority 

Source Credibility Index SM Pearson Correlation 1 ,437** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 138 138 

2. Questions for Texts: I 

perceive the source who 

posted the text as an authority 

Pearson Correlation ,437** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 138 272 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
 

 

 

Correlation between the Source Credibility Index of the social media influencer group 

and the perceived popularity 

 

Correlations 
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Source 

Credibility 

Index SM 

2. Questions for 

Texts: I perceive 

the source who 

posted the text 

as popular 

Source Credibility Index SM Pearson Correlation 1 ,333** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 138 138 

2. Questions for Texts: I 

perceive the source who 

posted the text as popular 

Pearson Correlation ,333** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 138 272 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
 

 

 

Correlation between the Source Credibility Index of the social media influencer group 

and the perceived trust from others  

 

 

Correlations 

 

Source 

Credibility 

Index SM 

2. Questions for 

Texts: Other 

people trust the 

source who 

posted the text 

Source Credibility Index SM Pearson Correlation 1 ,409** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  ,000 

N 138 138 

2. Questions for Texts: Other 

people trust the source who 

posted the text 

Pearson Correlation ,409** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) ,000  

N 138 272 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
 


