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Abstract 

 

The credibility of a medium has always been questioned when receiving of a message involved even 
long before the appearance of mass communication technologies. This study basically aims to 
demonstrate if university students in Turkey consider the Internet as a credible medium and what 
criterion matters most when it comes to evaluating the credibility of an online source. The results 
indicate that today’s young people who are called digital natives are not actually as naive as it is 
generally thought when it comes to judging credibility online. They are very much aware of credibility 
issues about the internet and the most important criterion they take into account is the content of the 
website they visit. The study also indicates that high ranking on search engine results page has slightly 
positive effect on credibility perceptions.  
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Introduction  

 
Credibility of information has always been the main concern when it comes to making  decisions since 
decisions in which some cases have vital importance and effect in/on people’s lives are based on the 
information received. The problem of differentiating credible information from misleading one is not a 
new concern. Even in ancient Greek times scholars attempted to distinguish the key elements of 
credibility. Aristotle, in his writings on rhetoric attributed three notions to credibility: Ethos, pathos 
and logos. Ethos refers to the appeal based on the character of a speaker e.g, reputation; pathos refers 
to the appeal based on emotion e.g. fear appeals; and logos is related to logic or reason, e.g. the 
content of a speech. Aristotle stated that all three were necessary to be trustworthy (Flanagin and 
Metzger, 2008).  

Especially with the advent of internet technologies today we are not only surrounded by almost 
endless information sources most of which is only one click away we are also exposed to endless 
information in form of messages, facts, news etc. Consequently selecting credible information from 
among the various available resources is a challenge. Credibility concern has become more evident in 
the era of Internet 2.0 where anyone who has a computer and internet connection can be part of 
networked world and the cycle of information dissemination. This brought up an increased potential 
for error and/or exploitation. The gatekeeper concept of traditional media which ensured certain levels 
of factual verification, analysis of content and editorial review does not apply to Internet. Internet 
information is not subject to such scrutiny. Actually, the growth of the Internet has seen an attendant 
growth of online fraud and misinformation (Falanagin and Metzger, 2000). So, internet users started to 
seek cues to make credibility judgements of web-based information and scholars, have conducted 
searches around the world to determine what these indicators are.   

This study has the same purpose. It basically aims to identify what criteria students of higher 
education in Turkey take into account when it comes to evaluating the credibility of online 



information. Younger generation’s relationship with digital media is totally different from their 
predecessors. Every transformation in the screen –from cinema screen to TV, from TV screen to 
computer, from computer to mobile devices- has had great influence on the society. Each generation 
that witnessed these changes formed new models of social and work life. A quotation in Prensky’s 
article (2001) by Dr. Bruce D. Perry of Baylor College of Medicine even refers to physical change in 
younger generation’s brains as a result of being grown up with digital media. Consequently different 
terms have been used to describe them. The ones, born between 1980 and 1994, are often referred to as 
“digital natives” (Prensky, 2001) or “the net generation” (Tapscott, 1998), or digital omnivores, the 
term which is used for consumers who access content through several touch points during the course 
of their daily digital lives (comScore, 2011). Their lives are dominated by digital media use. 
Development and ease of acquisition of mobile devices carried digital immersion to a further level 
which has bolstered up internet addiction in net generation’s lives by constant connection. A survey 
which involved 2000 participants, sponsored by MyLife, a website that aims to provide internet users 
one place to manage their multiple social network updates and email messages all in one place 
(www.mylife.com) found that more than half of social media users (62%) stay tuned to their networks 
to avoid missing out on news or status updates (AFP Relax News, 2012). This social-cultural 
phenomenon called FOMO in short (fear of missing out) has caught intention of marketers who has 
realised the importance of internet technologies and environments in marketing and advertising long 
before for younger consumers who are expected to dominate the marketing landscape in the twenty 
first century (Farris, Chang and Dunning, 2002).  

Even though today’s generation thinks and processes information fundamentally differently from 
earlier generations (Prensky 2001), the core element of persuasion for them is still the same. 
Credibility is still significantly important. Defining what criterion (content, design, technical features, 
interactivity or familiarity with the owner of the website) matter most when it comes to evaluating the 
credibility of an online source being the main purpose, this study also aims to  

 identify major internet activities that students of higher education in Turkey perform online,  
 demonstrate the effect of search engine results on credibility judgements (which is something 

that has been overlooked despite the fact that search engine use is one of the most popular 
online activities) 

Credibility judgement of an online source, websites for instance, is a critical issue for those presenting 
information or selling products. If a website is not perceived as credible, it is highly possible that it 
will not be used. Widespread use of internet has brought up a harsh competition for goods, services 
and information on the web. For companies, to project credibility in web presence has become a vital 
issue for corporate survival (Robins and Holmes, 2007). The results of this study, for corporate bodies, 
can provide some insights into how credibility can be reflected in an online environment to achieve 
better marketing and publicity goals.  

 

 

Credibility Research 

 

In dictionaries three main words are usually used to define “credible”: Believable, trustworthy and 
reliable (www.collinsdictionary.com, www.thefreedictionary.com). The root word is from the Latin 
“credere” meaning “to believe” (Hawkins, 1999). The overarching view is that credibility is the 
believability of a source or message. As mentioned before scholarly examination of credibility goes 
back to ancient Greek. The study of credibility is highly interdisciplinary (Falanagin and Metzger, 
2008) and the criteria used in evaluating information have been studied within a wide range of 
disciplines, notably library and information science, marketing, mass communication, and health 
sciences (Liu, 2003) 

Credibility as a theoretical construct has been discussed in the field of communication under the name 
of source credibility (SCT) (Robins and Holmes, 2007) which serves the framework for this study. 



Special emphasis on source credibility was made during the twentieth century by psychologists 
studying persuasion, largely as response to propaganda efforts during the World Wars (Flanagin and 
Metzger, 2008). Hovland and Weis (1951) were the first to introduce empirical evidence that the 
believability of a message was strongly influenced by its source (Robins and Holmes, 2007). 

In the 1950s when wide diffusion of television had caused the decline of subscription rates for daily 
newspapers, organisations of newspapers became interested in the perceived credibility of newspapers 
versus television (i.e. “media credibility”). The major finding presented in studies during that period 
was that the more people relied on a medium for news –television or newspapers- the more credible 
medium they believe was (Carter and Greenberg, 1965 and Westley and Severin, 1964 cited by 
Flanagin and Metzger, 2008). 

With the advent of Internet technologies in the late 1990s “media credibility” was, again, under 
scrutiny of researchers when internet started to become part of daily life for many internet users. The 
period between 1996 and 2000 had witnessed an impressive increase in trust in online information. A 
study conducted by Johnson and Kaye (2000) demonstrated that the rate of online credibility had gone 
up to 40% in 2000 from 13% in 1996. In contrast reliance on traditional media had witnessed a 
dramatic fall. Gallup pollsters, in 2005, reported a near 20% decline in public trust and confidence in 
the news media, down from around 70% in the 1970s (Geary, 2005).  

Studies aiming to examine cross media comparisons in terms of credibility have produced mixed 
results. While some studies have found that traditional mass media such as newspapers or television, 
are perceived as more credible than the internet, others have found the opposite results, or have not 
found no differences between traditional media (Flanagin and Metzger, 2008).  

The number of studies on key factors that users employ to make judgements of quality of information 
on the web have increased in recent years. Researchers from Stanford University Persuasive 
Technology Lab have published a series of studies related to web credibility. These studies mostly 
focus on website elements such as design look, information structure, content, accuracy of 
information, company motive, usefulness of information etc. (Fogg et al., 2003; Fogg et al., 2000; 
Fogg et al., 2001). With the explosive growth of online shopping studies started to concentrate on 
security factors (Bejhati and Othaman, 2012; the effect of domain name and links (Fogg et al., 2001) 
and the widespread use of search engines has also initiated new studies that investigated the 
correlation between search engine results and credibility judgements (Yamamato and Tanaka, 2011; 
Lewandowski, 2012).  

 

 

Statistics Related to Internet Usage in Turkey 

 

In the last 17 years, Turkey has reached a level that is close to the world average in terms of computer 
and internet use. According to Internet World Stats, as of December 2011, Turkey ranks 6th in the top 
10 countries with 35 million active internet users representing about 44.4% of the population (Internet 
World Stats, 2012).  



 
Figure 1: Top 10 countries in Europe (Internet World Stats, 2012) 

The age group between 15-24 represents 38% of internet users which forms the highest age group 
amongst internet users (www.iab-turkiye.org, 2010). Besides aiming to demonstrate how digital 
natives assess online credibility this was one of the reasons why younger educated students were 
chosen for the study. Figure 3 shows the level of education internet users have in Turkey.  

 
Figure 2. The age division in general population and internet users (http://www.iab-
turkiye.org/files/ntvkonferans.pdf). 

 



 
Figure 3: Level of education among general population and internet users (http://www.iab-
turkiye.org/files/ntvkonferans.pdf). 

A  report released by comScore Inc. shows that Turkey has the third most engaged online audience in 
Europe. According to the report average Turkish internet users spent 32.7 hours online consuming 
3,700 pages per month, the highest consumption amongst all countries reported (comScore, 2011).  

 

 

Research Objectives and Methodology 

 

Credibility studies related to the Internet in Turkey have usually focused on technical aspects of online 
systems that provide information security during transactions rather than the credibility of the medium 
itself and the content. Only a few studies have been done to demonstrate if internet users considered 
the Internet as a credible medium or not, conducted by academics and published in newspapers 
(www.sondakika.com, 2007; www.smgconnected.com, 2012). 

As indicated before young people represent the highest group of internet users in Turkey. Because 
they are digital natives, it is highly assumed that their approach to technology is different from other 
age groups. The starting point and the main objective of this study is that what criterion (content, 
design, technical features, interactivity and familiarity with the owner of the website) matters most for 
these young people when it comes to assessing the credibility of an online source. Turkey, with an 
average age of 29.3 (www.cia.gov, 2012) is one of the youngest nations in Europe which is an entity 
that makes the country an attractive marketplace for international and multinational companies 
worldwide. The number of people aged between 12 and 34 nearly constitutes 31% of the population 
(http://www.euromedp.org, 2010). As a result, youth marketing is, now, on the rise in Turkey. The 
major area where a harsh competition takes place in youth marketing is the online world. So, having 
ideas about what matters for younger people is a crucial element in creating credible messages online 
for companies. Criteria that users employ for assessing credibility may differ depending on the types 
of documents and purpose of users’ intention. This study approaches the matter from the perspective 
of public relations and advertising point.  

Other objectives that are aimed for this study are as follows:  

 Identifying major internet activities that students of higher education perform online,  
 Determining the effect of search engine results on credibility judgements (while aiming to 

demonstrate this fact, few questions were also asked to find out which of the advertisements, 
the ones displayed on Google search results pages or the ones displayed on social networking 
sites such as Facebook, Pinterest or MSN etc., were perceived as more credible)  



A cluster of 15 questions was used to achieve research objectives. The survey was conducted by a 
professional research company to ensure complete collection and procession of data. To measure 
participants’ attitude towards credibility of online information a 5 point Likert scale (1=Strongly 
Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree) was adopted for questions excluding demographic questions and the ones 
that aim to demonstrate the ranking of criterions most of which were based on previous studies related 
to source credibility theory (Flanagin and Metzger, 2000; Burbules, 2001; Liu, 2003; Fogg et al., 
2003; Robins and Holmes, 2007; Rieh and Hilligoss, 2008). 401 questionnaires were evaluated using 
SPSS.  

 
 

The Sample 

 

It was decided to conduct the survey amongst university students in Istanbul which has the largest 
population of undergraduates in Turkey. Latest statistics regarding to higher education reveal that 
there are 42 universities in Istanbul that covers 25% of the total number all over Turkey 
(www.milliyet.com.tr, 2011). Every year, many students prefer to come to Istanbul to study.  

401 students contacted by telephone completed the survey, 55.2% (n=223) males and 44.8% (n=178) 
females, mean age being 21. The number of second year students forms the majority of the sample 
group (n=180) followed by (in order) first grades (n=71), third grades (n=66), fourth grades (n=63) 
and the others (prep school students and the ones that actually completed their normal duration of 
education but have failed some classes in previous years).  

72% (n=289) of participants connects to the Internet from home and 20% prefers to use their mobile 
telephones (places such as school, internet cafe and work place have very small percentages equalling 
to 7.9% in total).   

 

 

Findings  

 

 Findings related to identifying major online activities performed by the students of 
higher education. 

The more internet technologies have advanced and become affordable the more time the users have 
started to spend on the Internet. Increased capabilities of internet technologies have enabled users to 
do a wide range of activities online. The average time participants of this study spend online daily is 
approximately 3 hours and the most popular activity they perform during this time with 83.3% is 
having chat followed by sending or reading e-mails. Although the participants of this study are 
university graduates, results reveal that “searching for information” ranks third on the list. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 4 shows the ranking and mean values of most preferred 5 online activities (Values: 1=Most 
Preferred, 5=Least Preferred) 

Activities Most Preferred Least Preferred Mean 

Having chat 1 5 2,24 

Sending or reading e-mails 1 5 2,69 

Searching for information 1 5 2,75 

Listening to music 1 5 2,87 

Watching movies, TV series 1 5 2,95 

Figure 4: List of most preferred 5 online activities. 

A t-test was done to compare how males and females differed in their use regarding each activity. 
Difference occurred in only two activities: Searching for information and online shopping. According 
to the t-test result, females tend to search for information more than males do (M=3.03 vs. M=2.51). 
Surprisingly the case is the other way around with online shopping. Males are likely in favour of 
online shopping more than females (M=3.91 vs. M=3.28).  

 

 Findings related to what criterion matter most when it comes to evaluating the 
credibility of an online source.  

Before participants were given a set of criteria to rank to indicate priority in their credibility 
judgements, they were asked to what extent they agree with the statement that said “Internet is a 
credible medium itself.” Percentages of positive and negative agreements (together with “strongly 
agree” and “strongly disagree” statements) are quite close. Only 1% of difference occurred between 
them. However the overall mean value which is 2.97, close to “Neutral”, indicates that Turkish 
undergraduates have no clear tendency about it. It can also be interpreted as that half of Turkish 
university students are quite aware of credibility issues related to the Internet and they do not have full 
faith in its credibility as a medium.  

 N % Mean SD 

Strongly Disagree 34 8,5  

 

2.97 

 

 

1.09 
Disagree 126 31,4 

Neutral 77 19,2 

Agree 146 36,4 

Strongly Agree 18 4,5 

Figure 5: Level of agreement or disagreement with the statement: “Internet is a credible medium 
itself.” 

To determine what criterion mattered most when they made judgements about credibility of an online 
source (especially web sites) participants were given a set of criteria (content, design, technical 
features, interactivity and offline reputation) most of which (excluding interactivity) as indicated 
before, were identified in previous studies that had the same purpose as this paper. Having interactive 
features was added to the set. Interactivity is an important aspect of user engagement which is a 



strongly desired achievement especially in public relations and advertising. In the era of new media, 
interactivity is not limited to only letting users send e-mails through websites. Interactivity means 
participation. Lynn Upshaw saw its importance in the mid 1990s and pointed out that interactivity 
played a key role in forming brand loyalty in the online world (1995). Digital natives do not like 
“stability”, they want action. They would like to be active participants of the online world. Therefore 
this study aimed to find out the degree of importance of interactive features in credibility judgements. 
Interactive features cover being able to send messages and have online support, having a membership 
system, having RSS, being user friendly.  

 

Responses from participants reveal that the content of a website is the main criterion in judging 
credibility. 41.1% of respondents (n=162) ranked content as first and the most important when 
assessing credibility. The other criterions marked as first consideration in the set and their percentages 
are as follows:   

 Familiarity (or being familiar) with the owner of the website   (n=108, 27.4%) 
 Technical features of the website (n=58, 14.7%) 
 Visual design of the website (n=42, 10.6 %) 
 Interactive features that the website has (n=24, 6.09%) 

Figure 6 shows the results of overall arithmetic mean of criteria ranking. According to the overall 
mean when all criterions are covered, content has the highest value in credibility assessment which is 
followed by visual design, technical features, being familiar with the owner of the website and 
interactive features.  

                      

Criterions Most Important Least Important Mean 

 

 

 

Content 1 5 2,12 

Visual Design 1 5 2,81 

Technical Features 1 5 2,94 

Being familiar with 
the owner  1 5 2,97 

Interactive Features 1 5 3,71 

Figure 6: Rankings of criterions 

 

 Findings related to the effect of search engine results on credibility judgements.  

The importance of search engine optimisation (SEO) in marketing, advertising and public relations has 
widely been accepted and companies, with the advice and help of SEO agencies, try to construct 
websites that will be ranked higher on search engine results page. The general tendency of users is not 
to view result pages further than the first three pages. According to a study of internet search engine 
users, 70% of them view only the first page and 97% do not even prefer to visit further than the third 
page (Sambandaraksa, 2008).   

Despite the fact that search engine use is one of the most popular online activities (Purcell, Brenner 
and Rainie, 2012), the relation between search engine results and credibility is something that has been 
overlooked. The relationship between reputation and search engine retrieval has been investigated in a 



study by Toms and Taves (2004). In their study Toms and Taves aimed to find how people assessed 
the reputation of a website and whether search engines retrieved sites with better reputation. Although 
there is a strong connection between reputation and perceived credibility, their study does not directly 
reflect the effect of search engine results on users’ credibility judgments.  

This study implies that there is a fairly significant connection between users’ credibility judgments of 
an online source and, high rankings in the search engine results and warnings that appear next to the 
links of web addresses on results pages. Participants were asked to what extent they agree with these 
two statements that said (a) “I believe that the addresses that appear higher in the search engine results 
pages are more credible.” (b) “The warnings (such as ‘Risky Content’, ‘This site may pose a risk’, 
‘This site may harm your computer’, ‘Norton Approved’ or ‘Not Norton Approved’)  that appear next 
to the links of web addresses on search engine results influence my decision whether to visit that site 
or not.”  

The percentage of positive agreement (including “Strongly Agreed”) with the statement (a) totals up to 
approximately 67.8%. The rate of negative agreement (including “Strongly Disagree”) is about 22%, 
while ‘Neutrals’ being 11%. Overall mean value which is 3.51 demonstrates that search engine results 
increase the tendency of trust and affect users’ credibility judgement in a positive way. T-test shows 
that this tendency is higher in female users (M=3.72 vs. M=3.34). 

 N % Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Strongly Disagree 15 3.7  
 

3.51 

 

 

1.013 
Disagree 73 18.2 

Neutral 44 11 

Agree 232 57.9 

Strongly Agree 37 9.2 

Figure 7: Level of agreement or disagreement with the statement (a): “I believe that the addresses that 
appear higher in the search engine results pages are more credible.”  

The mean value for statement (b) shows consistency with the first one (M=3.50).  

Two questions were also asked to find out which of the advertisements -the ones displayed on Google 
search results pages or the ones displayed on social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, MSN- 
were perceived more credible by participants. Figure 8 and Figure 9 show the mean values for each 
question. The overall mean values of both questions do not indicate a meaningfully high positive 
tendency in terms of credibility but when the percentages of negative and positive agreements of both 
questions are compared it is possible to see a slightly positive tendency to consider adverts displayed 
on search engines results pages as more credible.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 8: “I think that adverts displayed on  

search engine results page are credible.” 

seFigure 9: “I think that adverts displayed on social 
networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, MSN 
etc. are credible.”

 

 N % Mean        N % Mean 

Strongly 
Disagree 

41 10.2 

 

 

 

 

2.81 

Strongly 
Disagree 

32 8.0 

 

 

 

 

2.70 
Disagree 150 37.4 Disagree 181 45.1 

Neutral 68 17.0 Neutral 80 20.0 

Agree 127 31.7 Agree 90 22.4 

Strongly Agree 15 3.7 Strongly Agree 18 4.5 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The results of this study reveal that undergraduate students in Turkey have credibility concerns about 
the Internet and the first thing that they take notice of when they make credibility judgements about an 
online source is the content which means that content still matters even for these digital natives.  
Companies should provide complete, meaningful and clear content for young people in terms of PR, 
advertising and marketing, and the way they present it visually, as it was proved in previous studies 
(Robins and Holmes, 2006; Liu 2003), has high importance, too.  

So far, for companies, SEO has only meant to increase findability on the web but obviously search 
engine results have an impact on credibility perceptions, too. Being listed in organic results increases 
the perception of credibility more than publishing adverts on search engine results pages and social 
networking sites.  

The next step that studies relating to online credibility should take is to examine each criterion in 
detail and find out what sub-criteria matter most for each main one.  
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