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Abstract. This study examined how Web site user involvement affects perceived credibility of Web sites.  The study determined the relationship between two variables: enduring involvement and situational involvement and the study measured the effect of these two independent variables and the interaction effects on the perceived credibility of Web sites.  A supplemental analysis assessed whether the four groups produced by the factorial design varied with regard to the Web site element categories noticed during credibility evaluation.  The research found that the interaction effect between enduring involvement and situational involvement significantly influenced perceived credibility.  Additionally, the user’s focus shifted to a more central focus when situational involvement was introduced and different Web site elements were noticed.
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1   Introduction

Advertisers and those providing online advice have a need to understand how Web users perceive credibility.  Credibility influences a communicator’s ability to persuade and according to Hovland and Weiss (1951) is the most important factor contributing to the ability to persuade.  Fogg (2003) suggests the importance of understanding  the influence of user involvement level on the perceived credibility of Web sites. Research conducted by Ferebee (2007) responded to this need.  Findings of this study published by Ferebee (2007) showed that perceived credibility is significantly influenced by involvement level of the Web user in the Web site topic.  Also, involvement level influences which Web site elements are noticed and influences whether an individual relies on peripheral or central focus (Petty & Cacioppo, 1979) during an evaluation of Web site credibility. 
An unexpected result of the Ferebee (2006) study shows an interaction effect between gender and enduring involvement that influences perceived credibility.  While gender is discussed in a variety of studies related to credibility, it is primarily discussed in relation to how the source’s gender influences perceived credibility.  There is little mention in the literature of differences in perceived credibility of Web sites between the genders of the Web site evaluators.  Flanagan and Metzger (2003) examined the effects of the sex of male and female web site creators and male and female Web site visitors on perceptions of the credibility of personal Web pages. In this study, the participants viewed personal Web pages created by males and females and evaluated message, Web site credibility, and sponsor. The study suggested that males rated both Web site credibility and message credibility significantly higher than did females. Additionally,  the study showed  a significant interaction effect where the opposite-sex credibility evaluations were higher than same-sex credibility evaluations. Females were shown to rate Web sites produced by women significantly lower than men do. In general the research suggests that gender differences  in the Web site evaluators are meaningful in virtual environments. The authors indicate, however, that the reduced cues environment demonstrates a need to more precisely identify the factors that underlie these differences.  The findings of Ferebee (2006) suggested in this paper might provide some insight.
The theoretical basis of the Ferebee (2006) study parallels Fogg, Soohoo, et al. (2002) with regard to credibility but extends the credibility discussion to include both source and message credibility and discusses how the online environment might alter credibility perception.  The concept of computer and electronic information credibility proposed by Fogg and Tseng (1999), suggests that factors other than source become relevant.  Self (1996), Dutta-Bergman (2004), and Collins (2004) suggest that message credibility is separate from source credibility.  Rieh (2002) finds that individuals evaluating credibility online are more influenced by source credits at the institutional level than at the creator level.  The emerging credibility construct that can be applied to electronic information is one in which source and message characteristics interact to influence the overall credibility perception.  In addition, characteristics of the receiver, the delivery medium, and the context of the message will influence both source and message credibility (Wathan & Burkell, 2002).
Additional concepts relevant to this study include involvement (enduring situational, and response), focus (central and peripheral), and computer mediated communication.  The theoretical basis of the Ferebee (2006) study with relation to involvement relies on the work of Celsi and Olson (1988) who define involvement as a state of mind called “felt involvement” (p. 211) which occurs through the combined influence of situational involvement (SI) and enduring involvement (EI) types (Houston & Rothschild, 1978).  According to Celsi and Olson, “felt involvement” is a function of both situational sources of personal relevance (SSPR) and enduring or intrinsic sources of personal relevance (ISPR), and is the “overall subjective feelings of personal relevance” (p. 211).  Once the mental state of “felt involvement”, (p. 211) is reached through the interactive affect of SSPR and ISPR, that mental state then influences both response involvement (cognitive processes) and behaviors
This study examined the response involvement cognitive process of focus.  The type of focus (either central or peripheral) that a person uses in credibility evaluation might be a factor in determining the elements noticed during that evaluation.  Petty and Cacioppo (1979) propose that high-involvement encourages a central route to cognitive processing, leading to a more detailed examination of facts.  Low-involvement leads to a reliance on peripheral cues for evaluation.  Table 1 provides a summary and explanation of the involvement types referred to in this study.

Table 1. Involvement Type Summary
	
	Definition
	Example

	Enduring Involvement (EI)
	Involvement that is persistent and relates to intrinsic values (Houston & Rothschild, 1978).  
	A person is involved in Christian-based groups because of strong Christian upbringing and education.

	Situational Involvement (SI)
	Involvement that is short-lived and is induced when a circumstance generates concern from an individual with regard to how he or she will behave in the situation (Houston & Rothschild, 1978).
	This same person awakes in a burning apartment building and other individuals are trapped in that building also.

	Involvement State of Mind
	Mental state created by causal antecedents of enduring and situational influences (Celsi & Olson, 1988)
	The same individual’s involvement state of mind is the combined influence of Christian values and a life-threatening situation in which others’ lives are also at risk.

	Response Involvement
	The complexity of the cognitive processes generated by involvement (Houston & Rothschild, 1978).
	The individual experiences cognitive processes of attention, focus, comprehension, and inference triggered by the enduring and situational involvement.


The importance of involvement level on persuasion suggests the need to look at how involvement level might influence perceived credibility in the online environment.  This study examined the influence of user involvement level on the type of focus the user applied, on the Web site elements noticed,  and on the perceived credibility of the Web site.  This article will discuss a finding that related to the interaction effect of gender and enduring involvement on perceived credibility.
Methodology
A 2 X 2 (Enduring Involvement X Situational Involvement) design identified any potential interactions that exist between EI level and SI level.  There were four possible effects of interest: 1) a significant main effect of EI, 2) a significant main effect of SI, 3) a significant interaction between EI and SI, and 4) a null effect (Trochim, 1999).  The study identified two levels of EI and two levels of SI as illustrated in Table 2.  The potential interactions are identified by the following abbreviations, which are used going forward in this paper: LEI – low enduring involvement with no situational involvement, HEI – high enduring involvement with no situational involvement, LEIS – low enduring involvement with situational involvement, and HEIS – high enduring involvement with situational involvement.

Table 2. 2 X 2 (Enduring Involvement X Situational Involvement) Design (Trochim, 1999)
	 
	Low Enduring Involvement     (LEI)
	High Enduring Involvement       (HEI)

	No Situational Involvement

(no decision task)

(Non-Treatment Group)
	              LEI
	                 HEI

	Situational Involvement

(decision task)

(Treatment Group)    SI
	             LEIS 
	                HEIS


The subjects for the experiment were 190 participants selected from graduates of University of Phoenix, employees at America on Line, Intuit, Lucent Technologies, and the Ebay and Google user groups.  The target population for this study was Internet users that range in age from 18 to 70.
2.1   Experiment

The study used a convenience sample of 190 participants selected from graduates of University of Phoenix, employees at America on Line, Intuit, Lucent Technologies, and the Ebay and Google user groups Participants were randomly assigned to a treatment or non-treatment group.  Participants in both groups were given a link to the Charles Schwab Web site.  Participants in the non-treatment group were instructed to view the Web site and to evaluate the site based on how credible he or she felt the site was.  Participants in the treatment group were asked to answer specific questions based on information they found on the Web site.  This task was designed to introduce situational involvement with the Web site.  After answering these questions, the participants were then asked to evaluate the credibility of the Web site. Participants were also asked to write comments about the credibility of the Web site that they examined or used.

2.2  Methodology
This study measured EI in the topic of financial planning using Mittal’s (1995) semantic differential involvement scales.  In addition, the study measured the response involvement, focus ((Celsi and Olson, 1988) using the number of peripheral cues (design look, context, or receiver opinion) versus central cues (source or message) used in the credibility evaluation.  Situational involvement was manipulated by randomly assigning participants to a treatment group that performed a task using the Charles Schwab finance Web site.
This study measured each participant’s perception of the source credibility of the Charles Schwab Web site using Web credibility scales developed by Collins (2004).

 Age, gender, and education level have been shown to influence perceived credibility (Johnson & Kaye, 1998).  These demographic data were captured as part of the survey instrument.

To measure the influence of involvement level on the perceived credibility of Web sites, it was necessary to account for any other effects that might influence perceived credibility.  Predisposition to trust (Collins, 2004) was measured as a covariate using four of the McKnight, Choudhury, and Kacman (2002) disposition to trust scales.  One survey question was added to measure the participant’s previous success in investment.

2.2  Categorizing Comments
Data preparation involved coding of the comments written by participants.  The same coding categories for comments were used as those developed for the Fogg, Soohoo, et al. (2002) study.  In addition, the comment categories were grouped into Wathan and Burkell’s (2002) five characteristics that influence credibility perception.  For this study, two other coding categories were added, based on the review of literature.  Perceived security (Jarvenpaa et al., 1999) and technical capability (Schweiger, 2000) were categories placed under the Medium group.  Table 3 shows the  individual categories and groupings.
Table 3. Web Site Element Categories and Subcategories
	Source
	Message
	Medium
	Context
	Receiver

	Identity
	Information Focus
	Organization
	Advertising
	Past Experience with Site

	Name Recognition
	Information Accuracy
	Information Design
	Affiliations
	General Suspicion

	Reputation
	Information Bias
	Design Look
	Sponsorship
	General Like/Dislike

	Motivation of Source
	Information Usefulness
	Readability
	
	Performance on Test

	
	Information Clarity
	Site Functionality
	
	

	
	Corrections/ Mistakes
	Perceived Security
	
	

	
	Writing Tone
	Technical Capability
	
	

	
	Privacy
	
	
	

	
	Customer Service
	
	
	


3. Results

Figure 1 summarizes the key results from the Ferebee (2006) study with regard to the effect of involvement level on the perceived credibility of Web sites.  

[image: image1]
Figure 1: Involvement-Web Credibility Model
      For this article, additional results relating to the effect of gender on perceived credibility at differing levels of involvement are presented.  The study revealed a significant interaction effect for enduring involvement and gender, F(1, 122) = 6.51, p <.05 as shown in Table 2.  The interaction effect between gender and enduring involvement represented an unexpected result.  As shown in Figure 2, males with a high enduring involvement level had an increased mean perceived credibility score when compared to males with low enduring involvement levels.  Females with a high enduring involvement level had a reduced mean perceived credibility score when compared with females that had a low enduring involvement level.  
Table 2. ANOVA – Perceived Credibility = f (EI*Gender)
	Source
	Adj Sum of Squares
	df
	Adj Mean Square
	F-ratio
	p-value

	Enduring Involvement x Gender
	5.9857

	1
	5.9857
	6.51
	0.012

	Within Groups (Error)
	110.3089

	122
	0.9042
	
	

	Totals
	116.2946
	123
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Figure 2. Interaction Effects Plot for Mean Perceived Credibility by Enduring 

     Involvement + Gender. 

     A summarization of the results would infer that perceived credibility of a Web site is due to complex interaction effects between situational and enduring involvement and gender.
4   Discussion

The core study (Ferebee, 2006) shows that there is a significant influence of involvement level on perceived credibility, user focus (central or peripheral), and Web site elements noticed.  However, when the influence of gender is introduced, the results become even more interesting, and particularly relevant to persuasion for Web advertisers and online advisers.  Figure 3 shows the Web Credibility model in Figure 1 expanded to include the effect of gender.   For low EI, both male and female move to a central focus when situational involvement is introduced, and both male and female participants indicated a reduced perceived credibility of the Web site.  However, for high EI participants, when situational involvement was introduced both male and female subjects moved to a central focus but perceived credibility differed by gender.  Males indicated an increased perceived credibility over high EI participants with no situational involvement.  Females, however, with high enduring involvement and situational involvement added showed little or no change in their perceived credibility of the Web site.
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Introduce  Situational  Involvement  

Reduced   Perceived   Credibility  

Participant  moves  from  peripheral  to central  focus    
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Male  
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Male   Focus  on  Messag e  

Female  
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       Figure 3: Involvement-Web Credibility Model with Gender + EI

These results are shown in Figure 4 as a box plot and in Figure 5 as a line graph..  

An additional relevant influence of gender is that Web sites are likely to be perceived as most credible by females with low enduring involvement and no situational involvement and by males with high enduring involvement and situational involvement.  
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Figure 4. Mean Perceived Credibility by Gender and Enduring Involvement and 

     Situational Involvement.
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Figure 10. Line Graph of Mean Perceived Credibility by Gender and Enduring 

     Involvement and Situational Involvement.


      The interaction effect of gender with enduring involvement further complicates how credibility is perceived .and poses unique challenges to those using Web sites and online services for persuasion.    Introducing situational involvement to a female with HEI does not alter perceived credibility, as the general model would predict.  
     A LEI Web user who experience situational involvement with a Web site will read a particular message.  That user will likely demonstrate a decreased perceived credibility of the Web site.  In contrast, an HEI Web user with situational involvement introduced can read the same message content and if that individual is a male will likely demonstrate an increased perceived credibility for the Web site. If the user is female, the perceived credibility appears to be less likely to change. So while this study shows that involvement level influences focus type, Web site elements noticed, and perceived credibility, it does not show how involvement level is influencing interpretation of content.  Preston’s (1970) proposes that involvement level alters when cognitive processing occurs. This might explain the different interpretations of the same message based on involvement level, and might also suggest that males and females differ in this area as well, particularly when involvement is high.  He suggests that for HEI users, cognitive processing increases when the stimulus is received.  For LEI users, cognitive processing does not occur until after the stimulus has been viewed, possibly much later when the decision-task is performed. Hawkins and Hock (1992) also support this theory stating that low involvement learners receive messages with no intent to evaluate, and the low involvement learner does not link the message to his or her personal needs.  .Is it possible, that in females, with HEI, that cognitive processing does not occur as soon as the stimulus is received?  Perhaps females, in general, delay cognitive processing more than males.  

The Ferebee (2006) study shows that the primary Web site element categories influencing perceived credibility are medium for LEI and HEI users and message for LEIS and HEIS users.  This supports Fogg and Tseng’s (1999) proposal that in information credibility, factors other than source become relevant.  It might be that the difference in perceived credibility for females with HEI combined with SI suggests that females, like males, move to a focus on message, but that the message noticed and read is different than that noticed and read by males with the same involvement level.

     One implication that emerges from the Ferebee (2006) study is that involvement level will influence perceived credibility differently on different types of Web sites.  For information-only sites and advertising sites where no situational involvement occurs, Web site elements in the medium category will constitute the primary credibility markers.  In terms of gender, when no situational involvement is introduced, it can be predicted that male and female perceived credibility will follow similar patterns. However, in online task-oriented sites where users interact with the Web site to obtain information or purchase products and services, Web site elements in the message category will represent the primary credibility markers and it is with the introduction of this situational involvement that differences in credibility perception will be demonstrated across gender differences.  This poses a unique challenge to advertisers and online advisers who must appear credible to all users.  The importance of understanding the gender difference in perceived credibility for HEI users with situational involvement is clearly an issue for future research.  
      Future research should focus on how involvement level is affecting the interpretation of credibility markers by looking at the cognitive processes of comprehension, attention, and inference (Houston & Rothschild, 1978).  There is evidence in the literature to support that LEI Web users do not link messages to personal needs or interests (Hawkins and Hoch, 1992) and this might explain differences in interpretation of markers between LEI and HEI users.  Equally as important, it needs to be determined whether the cognitive processes of attention, comprehension and inference differ across gender for the HEI Web site user who experiences situational involvement with the Web site. This possibility needs to be explored through empirical research.  In addition, the Ferebee (2006) study focused on financial Web sites.  It will be important to see if similar gender differences in perceived credibility occur in different Web site subject areas.
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