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Abstract
Individuals may encounter distinct kinds of challenges in assessing credibility in a social Q&A setting
where they interact with strangers. It is necessary to better understand how people make credibility
judgments when seeking information using social Q&A services because people increasingly use such
services to obtain personalized answers from a large pool of unknown people. In this paper, we report
preliminary findings from a quasi-field study where participants were asked to use Yahoo! Answers for
one week and were interviewed afterwards. We find that participants’ assessment of the credibility of
strangers who answered their questions occurred in three different dimensions: attitude, trustworthiness,
and expertise. Furthermore, different elements were noticed and interpreted in each dimension of the
credibility assessment. Our work provides insights into source credibility assessment in social Q&A
settings and implications for the design of social technologies that better support people’s online
credibility assessment.
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1

Introduction

Today, online social tools and services enable people to easily reach the crowd to seek information in the
context of their daily lives. An example of such online services is a social question-answering (Q&A) service.
Social Q&A services such as Yahoo! Answers allow people to meet their information needs by asking
questions and receiving answers from other users on a broad range of topics. People are increasingly using
social Q&A services to seek information because these services enable them to obtain personalized answers
to their questions quickly from a large number of people (Harper, Raban, Rafaeli, & Konstan, 2008; Shah,
Oh, & Oh, 2008).
Credibility research has found that many people find it difficult to judge the value and credibility
of information based on author, content, and source on the Web due to a lack of quality control mechanisms
and a limited number of available cues (Metzger, 2007; Rieh, 2002). In social Q&A settings, where people
interact with people they do not know and with online content created by those people, individuals may
encounter different challenges in judging the credibility of information. For example, when evaluating
information on social Q&A sites, do people distinguish between the sources of information (i.e., answerers)
and the content of answers? Do people become more dependent on new types of social cues in this process
of finding credible answers?
Prior work has addressed issues surrounding credibility assessment in social Q&A settings, such as
the identification of criteria used to evaluate answers and the effect of particular cues on trust in the
answerer (Golbeck & Fleischmann, 2010; Kim, 2010; Kim & Oh, 2009). However, we still know relatively
little about how people make credibility judgments in this new online environment. The rapid recent growth
of social tools and services that enable interactions with the crowd has magnified the importance of
understanding people’s credibility assessment of strangers.
We focus on examining how individuals judge the credibility of unknown people who answer their
questions in a social Q&A setting. To address this question, we conducted a quasi-field study on a social
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Q&A service, Yahoo! Answers. The preliminary findings from the study indicate that participants’
assessment of the credibility of strangers who answered their questions occurred in three different dimensions
of attitude, trustworthiness, and expertise. Moreover, different elements were noticed and interpreted in
each dimension of the credibility assessment.

2

Related Work

As a principal component of information quality, credibility is the believability of some information and its
source. It is a multi-dimensional construct with two main components: expertise and trustworthiness
(Metzger, 2007; Rieh, 2010). Credibility is not a property of information or a source, but it is the judgment
and perception of an individual (Metzger, 2007; Rieh, 2010).
The prominence-interpretation theory proposed by Fogg (2003) suggests that online credibility
assessment entails two phases: noticing an element and making a judgment about the noticed element. The
former refers to prominence, while the latter refers to interpretation. Hilligoss and Rieh (2008) developed a
theoretical framework of credibility assessment that includes three distinct levels of credibility judgments:
construct, heuristics, and interaction. The construct level relates to how users conceptualize credibility. The
heuristics level entails credibility assessment based on general rules of thumb. The interaction level involves
effortful assessment of specific sources or content cues.
In Web environments, it is difficult to identify or authenticate a source of information (Metzger,
Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). Source attribution research has emphasized that the source of Web-based
information is what or who one believes it to be (Sundar & Nass, 2001) and thus individuals tend to
distinguish between different levels of sources, and salience of source attributes at the time of evaluation
may affect people’s credibility assessment (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). In this vein, a number of studies
have examined the effect of source attribution on credibility assessment in the context of online reviews.
People appear to be influenced by information describing reviewers’ identity or expertise that is available
either in a profile or in the content of review when assessing helpfulness of online reviews and credibility of
online reviewers (Forman, Ghose, & Wiesenfeld, 2008; Willemsen, Neijens, & Bronner, 2012).
With regard to research on credibility judgments in social Q&A settings, studies have reported that
people pick up affective cues such as attitude or tone, which are embedded in questions and answers (Kim,
2010; Kim & Oh, 2009). Furthermore, any cues may be helpful for developing trust in online settings where
there is no strong community or where users often lack long-term engagement, as is the case with social
Q&A sites (Golbeck & Fleischmann, 2010).

3

Methods

A quasi-field study was conducted in order to obtain data drawn from participants’ experiences in the
context of their daily lives. Yahoo! Answers (http://answers.yahoo.com/) was selected for this study because
it is the largest and most popular social Q&A service. We instructed participants to use Yahoo! Answers
for a period of one week and interviewed them at the conclusion of one week. Twenty-one undergraduate
students (age range, 19 to 24 years) from a research university in the Midwestern United States participated
in this study. 1 Eight (40%) were males and 12 (60%) were females. The majority of participants (60%) had
little or no experience with Yahoo! Answers.
Data were collected through a background questionnaire, interviews, and a post-interview
questionnaire. In particular, semi-structured in-person interviews served as the primary source of data
collection, gathering data about participants’ overall experience using Yahoo! Answers for this study and

1

One participant was excluded from the data because the participant only answered questions in Yahoo! Answers without posting
any questions.
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their question asking and answer evaluation process in each episode. The content of questions submitted by
participants and answers they received were also collected.
All interviews were transcribed and coded. The initial set of codes was developed based on the
interview protocols and then additional codes were added to the code book through iterative analyses of the
interview transcripts. In the present paper, we report preliminary findings based on the analysis of interview
data, focusing on participants’ credibility assessment of strangers who answered their questions in Yahoo!
Answers.

4

Findings

While a small number of participants reported that they were not very concerned about the credibility of
those who answered their questions, in general participants assessed the credibility of the answerer by
utilizing the limited cues available in the social Q&A setting. Specifically, people’s perceived credibility of
the answerer was constructed based on credibility assessment occurring in three different dimensions:
attitude, trustworthiness, and expertise. In addition, the credibility assessment in each dimension was based
on people’s interpretations of certain elements they noticed, as Fogg (2003) suggested.

4.1
4.1.1

Three Dimensions of Credibility Assessment
Attitude-Dimension of Assessment

In the attitude-dimension, people assessed the answerer’s involvement and effort. In particular, people
judged how much the answerer had been invested in and had participated in Yahoo! Answers, and how
engaged the answerer was, and whether he or she did hard work. Elements people noticed in this dimension
were cues that tended to require relatively less effort. These included a profile picture, Yahoo! Answers
points or levels, a top contributor badge, the act of answering itself, and the act of doing research.
Although only seven of twenty participants utilized system-generated cues such as a profile and top
contributor badge, those who did found them useful to gauge the level of involvement of the answerer. With
regard to the profile, S01 indicated that uploading a profile picture meant that person is “a little bit more
invested in actually participating in the site.” Similarly, S04 stated that having a profile picture showed the
answerer’s investment of his time in Yahoo! Answers. Some participants used information on points or levels
in Yahoo! Answers from the profile to judge the answerer’s involvement. For example, S04 said that those
who had higher levels were “the people who spend more time on Yahoo! Answers.” Participants also
perceived that those who had top contributor badges were users who were making large contributions to
the site. However, it was noted that some participants who did not use these cues voiced suspicions about
the top contributor badge, stating that having it did not necessarily mean the answerer provided highquality answers.
Participants appeared to appreciate the fact that those who answered their questions took their
time to answer them. Both S06 and S11 mentioned that the act of answering itself indicated that that
person knew something and made an effort because that person spent time to write the answer. In a similar
vein, S08 described the significance of effort in assessing credibility of the answerer, stating that the answerer
seemed to do his research, given the content of received answer.
4.1.2

Trustworthiness-Dimension of Assessment

With respect to trustworthiness, people judged the answerer’s intention or decency. These judgments were
based on elements such as punctuation, wording, format, links, and the way of answering. Compared to
elements perceived in the attitude-dimension, these elements required more effort because participants
needed to read the content of the answer in order to notice and interpret cues.
Participants believed that the way that the answerer typed and punctuated, and the answerer’s
word choice and formatting style determined the legitimacy of the answerer. For example, S04 stated that
665
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“if people write out the punctuation, that means that they want to avoid spam.” Furthermore, participants
considered those who included sources such as links to websites more trustworthy as these answerers
provided objective evidence that supported their answers. Interestingly, one participant (S21) mentioned
that she perceived the answerers were unbiased and thus trustworthy because they were strangers who
knew nothing about her.
In addition, for some participants, the way of answering mattered in assessing the answerer’s
credibility. S08 stated that he could believe the answerers because “they’re not trolling here.” Similarly,
S10 reported that the answerer who was “making a joke” or “acting like it’s a message board” lost his or
her credibility. In contrast, some participants had a fundamental belief that people were well-intentioned,
given that they did not think that “people take time out to answer someone else’s question to lie (S06).”
4.1.3

Expertise-Dimension of Assessment

When assessing expertise, participants evaluated the perceived knowledge or experience of the answerer.
Participants noticed and utilized a wide range of cues to decide whether the answerer had the necessary
expertise, knowledge, or experience to answer their questions. These elements required the most effort, in
comparison to elements perceived in the previously mentioned two dimensions, as people needed to read
and process the content of the answer or to take the extra step of clicking a link to access more detailed
profile information.
The content of an answer itself played an important role in helping participants to assess answerers’
qualifications. S06 stated that self-proclaimed expertise in the answer made him think that “he knows what
he’s talking about.” Providing a specific answer which exactly met the needs of the person who asked the
question also seemed to indicate answerers’ experience, as S08 reported. Another content-related cue used
by participants was congruence between the answerer’s response and that of other users who provided
answers. S07 said that she believed the answerer because “there was already like two [other] people that
said the same thing.”
Along with content-related cues, system-generated cues based on social feedback were also used.
For example, some participants went to the answerer’s profile and looked at other questions that person
had answered previously. According to S05, who posted a track-related question, the fact that the answerer
“answered some other questions about track” indicated that “it’s not a random person answering,”
enhancing the answerer’s credibility. Similarly, S03 said that it seemed obvious that the answerer had “some
sort of experience or some sort of knowledge in finance,” as this person “answered a lot of questions related
to finance.”

5

Discussion and Conclusion

We have presented the preliminary findings from a quasi-field study conducted on Yahoo! Answers. The
preliminary findings demonstrate that people employ the limited cues available in Yahoo! Answers to assess
the credibility of strangers who answer their questions. This credibility assessment takes place in three
different dimensions with different elements being noticed and interpreted in each dimension.
Research on question asking using social network sites such as Facebook and Twitter has shown
that people prefer to obtain an answer from those in their social networks over unknown people because
they tend to trust the opinions of people they know (Morris, Teevan, & Panovich, 2010). In Yahoo! Answers,
people interact with strangers they do not know and have no prior relationship with; thus, the asker is
responsible for assessing the credibility of the answerer. Our preliminary findings provide insights into what
kinds of cues people use in order to perceive the credibility of the source of information, strangers who
answer their questions, in a social Q&A setting. Moreover, by identifying multiple dimensions of source
credibility assessment in the social Q&A setting and discovering elements that people notice, this study
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helps to inform social technology designers about what elements need to be salient to better support people’s
credibility assessment.
Future work will be needed to develop a more nuanced understanding of people’s credibility
assessment of the crowd in the social Q&A context. It would be interesting to examine how these three
dimensions of assessment interact in the credibility assessment process to affect the perceived credibility of
information obtained in the social Q&A setting. In addition, we could consider the degree of effort expended
by an individual to make credibility judgments in each dimension. This might allow us to develop a new
credibility assessment framework applicable to the social media environments based on Hilligoss and Rieh’s
(2008) framework.
In spite of several limitations of this study, including homogeneity of participants, the artificial
number of questions to be posted that was imposed on participants, and selection of one particular social
Q&A site, we believe that our work contributes to a better understanding of people’s credibility assessment
in the social Web environment by identifying specific elements people may notice and interpret in order to
make credibility judgments about strangers in the social Q&A context.

6
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