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Background

Several researchers (e.g., Carter & Greenberg, 
1965; Flanagin, & Metzger, 2000; Fogg, 2002; 
Johnson & Kaye, 2004; Newhagen & Nass, 1989) 
discuss or mention the concept of media or Web 
credibility. The classic concept of credibility (typi-
cally attributed to Aristotle’s Rhetoric) identifies 
credibility as a multidimensional perception on 
the part of the receiver that the source of a mes-
sage has a moral character, practical wisdom, and 
a concern for the common good. Warnick (2004) 
points out that the “authorless” nature of the online 
environment complicates the use of traditional 
analyses of credibility.

The most common set of Web credibility scales 
cited in the research are the Flanagin and Metzger 
(2000) items. The five Flanagin and Metzger 
scale items address the believability, accuracy, 
trustworthiness, bias, and completeness of the 
information on the Web site. Other researchers 
have added other items such as fairness or depth 
of information. Flanagin and Metzger used a 7-
point response format with anchors for each term 
(e.g., “Not At All Believable” to “Extremely Be-

lievable”). Other researchers have used a 5-point 
response format. 

Fogg (2002) indicates a slightly different ap-
proach adopted at the Stanford University Web 
credibility project (Fogg cites Danielson, in press, 
as the most current overview on Web credibility). 
In the Stanford studies, the researchers asked 
participants to examine many different character-
istics from a number of Web sites, and rate each 
characteristic on the degree that the characteristic 
contributed to the “believability” of the Web site. 
The Stanford approach basically replicated the 
Flanagin and Metzger (2000) Web credibility 
features, but extended the list of features to include 
items related to operation or navigation on the site 
(e.g., organization of site, access or contact, ease 
of use, updating, excesses in promotional content, 
and errors of any form).

Reliability

Flanagin and Metzger (2000) report an average 
Web credibility reliability across four different 
types of information (news, entertainment, com-
mercial, and reference) of alpha = .91 (p. 523).
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Validity

There is relatively little information on the validity 
of the measurement of Web credibility. Flanagin 
and Metzger (2000) point out that the major limita-
tion of their study is the nonrepresentative sample 
of Web users. The Stanford Web credibility project 
is certainly broader in the representation of the 
variety of Web pages. There is a clear need for a 
comprehensive and systematic assessment of the 
validity of Web credibility measurement. 

Results

In the typical research study on Web credibility, 
the researchers sum the items to obtain a single 
Web credibility score. Researchers often report 
comparisons of both items and totals across dif-
ferent types of media or information. 

Commentary

It seems questionable to use single items to 
measure what appear to be complex perceptions 
on each dimension of Web credibility. The argu-
ment is a foundational question about the ability 
to fit the verbal universe to the observational 
universe (Miller & Boster, 1989, p. 19). A single 
word can seldom sum up the breadth or depth of 
most concepts. The concept of ”accuracy,” for 
example, has at least five major synonyms that 
capture substantively different aspects worthy 
of attention. When respondents check off  “Not 
At All Accurate” when rating a Web page, we 
might wonder if the concern is with incorrect 
information, incomplete information, or just the 
meticulousness in the information provided. On a 
more pragmatic note, it is difficult to assess internal 
consistency (reliability) of ratings on a dimension 
with a single rating scale for that dimension. Text-
books that cover the basics of measurement often 
illustrate the point with some reference to assessing 

a person’s skills based on a single performance. 
While Pedhazur and Schmelkin (1991, p. 101) 
warn that increasing scale length may artificially 
increase reliability estimates, we cannot forget 
Epstein’s (1979) dictum about having an adequate 
number of questions to adequately represent the 
measured concept.

Cost

There are various versions of the Web credibility 
scale items readily available in print. 

Location
	

Various versions of the instrument are available 
in print, but there is sufficient information in this 
chapter for most researchers to construct their own 
versions of the scale. The original description is 
in Flanagin and Metzger (2000). An electronic 
version of the instrument is available from the 
author of this profile, so long as the users take 
personal responsibility for protecting the rights 
of anyone who might claim to hold a copyright 
to the scales.
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