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Abstract
This research revisits source credibility based upon the popular PESO (Paid, Earned,
Shared and Owned) source classification. More specific, this study examines source credibility
and channel effectiveness in terms of moving consumers along the communication lifecycle
model based upon their exposure to information embedded in paid (traditional advertising and
native advertising), earned (traditional news story), shared (independent blogger) and owned
(company blog) media. One thousand, five hundred respondents recruited from a consumer panel
participated in this 2 (level of involvement) x 5 (source) experimental design study. When
respondents were asked to self-report on their levels of trust with various sources, they indicated
the highest level of trust with consumer reviews and earned media and the lowest level of trust
with native advertising. The experimental design study yielded no major differences among the
sources for the communication lifecycle variables. Native advertising was viewed as less
credible than traditional advertising in the experimental design. There were no differences in
perceived credibility based upon exposure to traditional advertising versus a news story,
confirming prior academic research. Suggestions are offered for public relations practitioners on
selecting sources for messaging to drive behavior.
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Introduction
Contemporary conventional wisdom indicates that publicity—earned media—has greater
credibility than a paid advertisement. Consider the following excerpts from a 2014 Forbes
article: “Advertising is paid media, public relations is earned media. This means you convince
reporters or editors to write a positive story...It appears in the editorial section... rather than the
‘paid media’ section where advertising messages appear. So your story has more credibility
because it was independently verified by a trusted third party, rather than purchased.” The
Forbes story quotes Michael Levine, publicist and author of Guerilla PR, as saying “depending
on how you measure and monitor an article it is between 10 times and 100 times more valuable
than an advertisement. The idea is the believability of an article versus an advertisement.” Steve
Cody (2012) a contributor to Inc Magazine writes, “Countless studies report that, next to wordof-mouth advice from friends and family, editorial commentary (usually generated by your
friendly, behind-the- scenes PR practitioner) carries far more weight than advertising.”
In addition to this professional commentary, a 2014 Nielsen Study titled “The Role of
Content in the Consumer-Decision Making Process” suggested that expert content provided by
third-party articles and blogs elicits more consumer trust than branded content and user reviews.
Nielsen’s study conducted with 900 consumers indicates that expert content is more effective in
terms of increasing consumers’ familiarity, affinity, and purchase intent in comparison to
branded content and user reviews.
Public relations academic research does not support the claim that publicity outperforms
traditional advertising in terms of engendering greater credibility (Hallahan, 2009a; Howes &
Sallot, 2013; Jo, 2004; Stacks & Michaelson, 2009; Vercic, Verčič, & Laco, 2008). Most of this
research, however, has limited its examination to a comparison between earned media stories and
traditional advertising only. Given today’s evolving media landscape, public relations
practitioners now use an assortment of sources—independent bloggers, company owned
material, earned media, paid advertising, and native advertising—to message and to promote
their brands and clients (Wright & Hinson, 2014). Moreover, consumers are increasingly
consulting a number of sources to help them make product purchase decisions (Nielsen, 2014).
This study revisits source credibility based upon the popular PESO—Paid, Earned, Shared and
Owned—source classification. More specifically, this study examines source credibility and
effectiveness in terms of moving consumers along the communication lifecycle model
(Michaelson & Stacks, 2011) based upon their exposure to information embedded in paid
(traditional advertising and native advertising), earned (traditional news story), shared
(independent blogger) and owned (company blog) media.
Literature Review
In today’s world, media is everywhere. An expanding array of social media networks and
digital channels, the transformation of traditional media and the infiltration of channel-savvy
advertising throughout, means that consumers are searching for information in a new way. They
are choosing their channels and news feeds to meet their personal preferences. Rather than
relying on one or two news sources, consumers use a wide variety of both traditional and online
sources depending on what kind of information they are seeking (Miller, Raine, Purcell,
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Michelle, & Rosenstielt, 2012). Facebook is the social media news powerhouse with 30% of US
adults getting news there (Holcomb, Gottfried, & Mietchell, 2013), yet those same consumers
still get news from a variety of other sources including radio, print and broadcast (Media Insight
Project, 2014). When consumers make purchase decisions, blogs are the third most influential
digital resource behind the “owned” retail and brand websites (Technorati Media, 2013).
Advertising is integrated into all these channels further diversifying the composition of the
consumer’s media ecosystem.
To better understand the credibility and effectiveness of the channels in this media
ecosystem and how they impact the product purchase decision process of consumers, three
streams of research are reviewed next: blog credibility, native advertising credibility, and
advertising versus public relations.
Blog Credibility
By definition, blogs are the posting of “one’s own ideas, opinions, Internet links
(including those for other blogs), and so on about things on one's own website, which is called a
"web log” (Smudde, 2005, p. 34). Public relations practitioners consider blogs to be central to
their strategic communication planning and execution (Wright & Hinson, 2014). Some public
relations practitioners enlist the support of their employees or leaders to write their own blogs to
represent their organizations. Other public relations practitioners actively pitch their ideas to
influential bloggers, in the hopes that they will write positively about a company’s product or
services.
Interviews conducted with public relations practitioners indicated that practitioners
actively work with bloggers to secure favorable product reviews, earn publicity, increase brand
awareness, amplify message reach and build credibility (Smith, 2011). In the words of one
respondent who was interviewed, “Clients all want their marketing-speak reprinted in someone
else’s tone because that person gives them authenticity,” (Smith, p. 6).
Because people will typically only read a blogger that they find credible (Kaye &
Johnson, 2011), a fair amount of academic research has examined blog credibility. Blogs are
typically viewed as credible sources of information (Hayes & Carr, 2015), and some blog users
have rated blogs as more credible than traditional media, although blog users also find traditional
media to be credible (Johnson & Kaye, 2004). Blog users particularly assign high marks to blogs
for the depth of information provided (Johnson & Kaye).
Credibility of a blog can be assessed in multiple ways, including by level of author,
message, site sponsor and the medium (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). McLuhan’s (1964) famous
phrase that the medium is the message implies that academic focus should be placed on the
effects of the medium, and not the message (Cosenza, Solomon, & Kwon, 2015). Recent public
relations research has found that valence of the message (whether the organization is described
positively or negatively) affects perceived credibility of the blog (Kim, Kiousis, & Molleda,
2015). However, other research indicates that of all the factors—author, message, site sponsor,
and medium—the author of the blog is most important to people’s perception of credibility
(Cosenza et al). Credibility of the individual blogger has been shown to predict relational trust in
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the blog itself (Sung-Un & Joon Soo, 2009) and brand attitudes and purchase intention (Hayes &
Carr, 2015). Finally, blog credibility can vary depending on type of blog. For example, corporate
blogs are not viewed as credible sources of information (Johnson & Kaye, in press), due to their
commercial intent.
Native Advertising Credibility
Native advertising is content designed to look similar to the editorial content where it is
placed (Howe & Teufel, 2014). The premise is that the advertisement will be more effective if it
looks and feels native to the platform (Benton, 2014). Public relations pundit Shel Holtz opines
that native advertising offers tremendous potential to public relations practitioners. Holtz (2013)
quotes Phil Johnson, who wrote in AdAge, “The concept of native advertising...is conceptually
the same as placing press releases that look like independent journalism. It’s a natural fit for
public-relations firms” (as cited in Holtz, 2013 p. 15).
In a convenience survey conducted with 112 public relations practitioners (Weinand,
LaNicca, & Flynn, 2015), 25% of respondents indicated that they had used native advertising.
Roughly 75% of respondents said they like native advertising due to the involvement of
journalists who provide credibility, source expertise and the ability to create content that doesn’t
look like an ad. Respondents also identified many positive attributes of using native advertising,
including expanded messaging across platforms, increased targeting opportunities, greater
collaboration with advertising partners and guaranteed placement. Forty-eight percent of public
relations practitioners surveyed do not believe people trust native advertising.
Scant academic research has empirically investigated native advertising. Advertising
research suggests that consumers find native advertising less annoying and more informative and
amusing than banner ads (Tutaj & Van Reijmersdal, 2012). Consumers rate websites with native
advertisements as more responsive to consumers compared to websites with banner ads (BeckerOlsen, 2003). Whether an online news site contains a banner ad or native advertisement does not
impact people’s perception of credibility toward the online news site (Howe & Teufel, 2014).
Advertising Versus Public Relations
The assumption that earned media is more credible than advertising stems from
journalists’ gatekeeper role (Grunig, & Grunig, 2000). When journalists choose to write about a
product or service it implies that they endorse the product or service. When a journalist writes
favorably about a product or an individual, the product gains public support from the third-party
endorsement for the message. The endorsement from a journalist is more credible than a paid ad
because the journalist is objective.
The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1996) is a useful
framework for conceptualizing the different effects based upon exposure to advertising and
earned media. The ELM model posits that individuals use varying levels of effort to process
information. Individuals with high motivation and ability tend to focus systematically on
information. When individuals focus intently on the information at hand, they are on the central
route of processing. Individuals with less motivation and ability find it sufficient to rely on
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peripheral cues, such as testimonial or quotes, the media source, the quality of the message or the
humor of the advertisement, among other cues. Individuals on this track are on a peripheral route
of information processing.
According to the ELM, low- and high-involvement situations impact the persuasiveness
of a message (Petty & Cacioppo 1996). Petty and Cacioppo define involvement as “intrinsic
importance, personal meaning, and consequences” (pp. 82 – 83). In high-involvement situations,
a person is likely to focus more intently on the message rather than peripheral cues, such as the
expertise or attractiveness of a message source (Chaiken, 1980; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman,
1981). If this argument is extended to the comparison between public relations and advertising,
one might assume that a person in the market for a low-involvement product would be more
inclined to process a message on a peripheral route, thereby paying more attention to cues such
as the credibility of the source (i.e. an earned media story) when making judgments about
likelihood to recommend or buy. Conversely, when people are in the market for a highinvolvement product, they may be more likely to process information intently, thereby focusing
less on the credibility of the source and more on the quality of the information.
A fair number of research studies (Cameron, 1994; Hallahan, 1999a; Jo, 2004; Howes &
Sallot, 2013; Michaelson & Stacks, 2009; Supa & Dodd, 2015; Verčič, Verčič, & Laco, 2008)
have tested for differences between exposure to advertising and earned media, in terms of both
credibility and effectiveness, typically measured by positive attitudes, word-of-mouth and
behavioral intent. Although each study has differed somewhat in its perspective and model
components tested, the results have indicated that earned media is not viewed as more credible or
effective than advertising.
	
  
Hallahan’s (1999a) comprehensive experimental design conducted with students
examined for possible interaction effects among source (advertising versus news editorial),
involvement and argument quality on the dependent variables of credibility, attitudes and
purchase intent. Although news editorial was rated higher than advertising on believability, there
were no substantial differences between the advertising and news editorial on the dependent
variables.
Jo (2004) compared and contrasted earned media versus advertising based upon their
interaction with argument quality, strong and weak. Her experimental design research found no
differences in perceived credibility between the two sources. However, she did find an
interaction effect between message quality and content type (advertising versus earned media).
There were no differences in credibility between news editorial and advertising in conditions of
strong argument quality. However, when a weak argument was present in the context of an
advertisement rather than earned media story, participants rated the message more favorably. Jo
explained the results by noting that in the context of a weak argument, the advertisement may
serve as a peripheral cue that prompts people to process more on the cues than the message.
Vercic, Vercic and Laco (2008) tested for differences between an advertisement and a
news story based not upon a consumer product, but a social advocacy issue, namely drug users
and their reintegration into society. Their experimental design research found no differences in
respondents’ attitude or behavioral intent based upon exposure to a news story versus
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advertisement. They did find some differences, however, based upon exposure to a television
versus print message, with television outperforming print in terms of engendering a stronger
attitude and behavioral intent.
Michaelson and Stacks (2009) tested for differences between advertising, editorial only,
and advertising plus editorial based upon an experimental design using a fictitious zip chip, a
low-involvement product. They found no differences between editorial and advertising in terms
of measures of awareness, information retained, intent to purchase, and product credibility.
However, people reading the editorial, with or without exposure to the advertising, saw the
product more closely related to their lifestyle than those reading the advertising, and this
appeared to be related to higher levels of overall knowledge about the product from exposure to
the editorial.
Howes and Sallot (2013) conducted an experimental design with university business
students to test for differences in exposure to a customer testimonial compared to a company
spokesperson in different types of business communication channels. Their research found that
using a customer testimonial is viewed as more credible than a corporate spokesperson when
viewed through media credibility. More specific, the presence of a customer testimonial in the
presence of a business article enhanced credibility.
Supa and Dodd (2015) tested for differences between editorial and advertisements in the
context of corporate social responsibility messaging. Overall, their experimental design research
found that type of messaging (controversial versus traditional) was more important than source
in its effects. Respondents, however, rated editorial content slightly more credible than
advertising, and that editorial content was associated with greater intent to engage with positive
word of mouth.
In summary, the research described casts doubt on the veracity of the claim that earned
media is more credible and effective than advertising. However, with the exception of the Howes
and Sallot (2013) study, this research has limited its examination to a comparison of advertising
versus earned media only. This research expands our understanding of communication
effectiveness and credibility by focusing on a myriad of sources—paid (traditional advertising
and native advertising), earned (traditional news story), shared (an independent blogger) and
owned (company blog). This study will also shed light on perceptions related to blog credibility
and native advertising, a new channel of growing importance to public relations practitioners.
The following research questions are thus forwarded based upon the conceptual model provided
in Figure 1:
RQ1: What sources—paid, earned, shared and owned—do consumers consult prior to making a
consumer purchase? Do these differ for low- and high-involvement products?
RQ2: How much trust do consumers have in sources to provide accurate and unbiased product
information? Is there a difference between low- and high-involvement products?
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RQ3: What impact do the five sources—traditional advertisement, native advertisement, earned
media story, company blog and independent blog—have in terms of creating (a) awareness, (b)
knowledge, (c) interest, (d) purchase intent and (e) word of mouth?
RQ4: What impact do the five sources-- traditional advertisement, native advertisement, earned
media story, company blog and independent blog—have on credibility?
RQ5: Is there a difference in impact on credibility for low- and high-involvement products?
Methodology
Experimental Design
This research used a 5 (source: traditional news story, independent blog, company blog,
traditional advertisement and native advertisement) x 2 (involvement: high-involvement product
and low-involvement product) between subjects experimental design to test for effects on
awareness, interest, knowledge, purchase intent, word of mouth, and credibility.
Stimuli and Procedures
A professional communication agency created ten stimuli. All articles and
advertisements appearing in the ten stimuli were identical with the exception of the presence of
the traditional advertisement, native advertisement or story about either the low-involvement
product or high-involvement product. Key points were taken from the news story and shortened
as bullet points for inclusion in the advertisements. All product inventions, product names,
company names, and blogger and journalist names were fictitious, to minimize bias.
Independent Variables
Level of Involvement
Level of involvement was conceptualized as the degree of importance and concern with
the outcome regarding a product purchase decision (Mittal, 1989). This study conceptualized
involvement as either low- or high-level. The fictitious product created as low-involvement was
a compact fluorescent light (CFL) bulb with built-in surge protector that retails for $7. The
fictitious product created as a high-involvement product decision was a shatterproof, no-glare
Commando smartphone with extended battery life that retails for $399.
Pretesting ensured that participants viewed the two products as low- and highinvolvement. A sample of public relations practitioners and undergraduate students (n =100)
viewed the traditional advertisement versions for the two products and rated them on a 7-point
scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree) composed of five questions. Participants rated the light
bulb a mean score of 11.89 (SD=5.3) and the smartphone a mean score of 22.03 (SD=2.43),
indicating they perceive them as significantly different in terms of involvement.
Source
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Six stimuli included a four-color spread of the reputable technology page of The New
York Times (NYT) (See Figure 2). The credentials of the NYT technology journalist, Ray
Fleming, were listed at the top of the page: technology columnist for The New York Times,
correspondent for CNN and MSNBC, commentator for HGTV, and author of Technology in
Your Home and Techie. The six NYT stimuli were identical with the exception of the presence of
a traditional advertisement, native advertisement or news story about either the CFL or
smartphone (see Figure 3).
Two other stimuli included a professional independent blogger also named Ray Fleming
(see Figure 4). Ray was described as a blogger who regularly shares news, information, and
product reviews about the latest advances in personal technology products, that he can be seen on
CNN and MSNBC and as a commentator on HGTV, and that he is the author of Technology for
Home and Techie and a monthly column in Wired Magazine. These two stimuli contained a blog
post about either the CFL or smartphone.
The last two stimuli included a blog produced by a fictitious company called Surge Pro, a
leader in home electronics (see Figure 5). This descriptor was placed at the top of the company
blog: “Welcome to Surge Pro’s Personal Tech blog about innovations in technology products,
which can enhance your lifestyle. We regularly share news, information and product reviews
about the latest advances in personal technology products.” The two company stimuli contained
a blog post about either the CFL or smartphone.
A pretest of the experimental design was conducted with 125 public relations
practitioners, students and academics. Numerous public relations practitioners and academics
also evaluated the stimuli stories and advertisements for believability and accuracy. In response
to this feedback, the authors made multiple revisions to the stimuli and questionnaire items.
Sampling
A sample of 1,500 people participated in the experimental design in September 2015.
Participants who were at least 18 years old and living in the United States were recruited and
reimbursed for their participation by a consumer panel company.
The experimental design included a diverse sample. Females comprised 50% (n=769) of
the sample and males 50% (n = 766). The sample was varied in terms of age: 18-25 (13%, n =
193), 26-35 (21%, n = 315), 36-45 (14%, n = 218), 46-55 (15%, n= 236), 56-65 (17%, n = 261)
and 66 or older (20%, n = 312). Participants were primarily Caucasian (83%, n = 1283),
followed by African American (6%, n = 87), Hispanic/Latina (5%, n = 72), Asian (3%, n = 49),
other (2%, n = 30) and American Indian (1%, n = 14). Participants indicated the following level
of education: 1% some high school (1%, n = 15), high school (16%, n = 240), some college
(22%, n = 333), associate’s degree (10%, n = 149), bachelor’s degree (25%, n = 392), some
graduate work (5%, n = 76), and a graduate degree (21%, n = 330). Participants reported the
following income ranges: less than $20,000 (14%, n = 216), $20,000 to $39,999 (21%, n = 316),
$40,000 to $59,999 (16%, n = 252), $60,000 to $79,999 (14%, n = 221), $80,000 to $99,999
(13%, n = 195), $100,000 or higher (18%, n = 275) and prefer not to answer (4%, n = 60)
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Procedure
After participants elected to participate and read the consent form, they were directed to
read the material of their assigned stimuli (150 per stimulus/cell). Participants were prompted
which source—NYT, independent blog, or company blog—they were about to read. Participants
were instructed that they had a minimum of three minutes and a maximum of seven minutes to
read every story and every advertisement in the stimulus. After reading all the material in the
stimulus, participants completed a questionnaire about the overall content in the stimulus.
Toward the end of the survey, participants were presented with a close-up of the advertisement,
news story, blog post or native advertisement about the smartphone or CFL, which appeared in
their original assigned stimuli, and asked to respond to additional questions about credibility.
Dependent variables
Awareness
Participants were directed to think back to what they had just read and to place a check in
the box by any of the products they remembered reading about, whether in an advertisement or a
story (Michaelson & Stacks, 2011). Eight answers were provided, of which five were correct and
three were incorrect. A score was calculated based upon the percentage of statements participants
answered correctly.
Knowledge
Basic facts about the featured product served as the baseline of knowledge (Michaelson
& Stacks, 2011). Participants indicated level of agreement on a 5-point Likert scale with five
statements about the content that they had read in the stimulus. Three of the statements were
correct, and two were incorrect.
Interest
Interest in the featured product (either the smartphone or CFL) was measured by a 5point scale ranging from one (very uninterested) to five (very interested) (Michaelson & Stacks,
2011).
Purchase Intent
Three, 5-point Likert-type statements were used to assess the likelihood of participants
buying the product featured if they were in the market for such a product (Lepkowska-White,
Brashear, & Weinberger, 2003). Scale items were stated hypothetically. For example, one
statement included, “If I were looking for this type of product my likelihood of purchasing the
product in (ad/story/blog) would be high.” Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .95.
Word of Mouth
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Word of mouth intention was measured through a 3-statement, 5-point Likert scale (Yang
& Kang, 2009). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .92.
Credibility
Credibility of the sources was measured based upon a credibility scale developed by
Meyer (1988) and used by others (Jo, 2004). Respondents were asked to complete a 7-point
semantic differential scale that included the following items: Not believable/believable; Not
accurate/accurate; Not trustworthy/trustworthy; Not biased/ biased; Not complete/complete.
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .76.
Other Variables Measured
A series of ordinal-level questions were also asked to determine which sources people
most frequently use for new product information for both low- and high-involvement decisions.
Finally, participants were asked to indicate how much trust they have in paid, earned, shared and
owned media to provide fair and unbiased information.
Findings
The first research question investigated what sources do consumers consult prior to
making a consumer purchase, and whether they differ for low- and high-involvement products.
As indicated by Table 1, when making a routine product decision for an item such as a light bulb
or hair dryer, consumers most frequently consult online product reviews written by other
consumers, as indicated by the fact that 16% of participants said that they consult online sources
“all the time.” Consumers spend roughly the same amount of time consulting traditional
advertising and news stories. Native advertising and blogs by independent bloggers are consulted
the least often, with close to 45% of participants saying they “never” use native advertising and
42% saying they “never” consult independent bloggers for routine product purchase decisions.
When making an important product purchase decision, such as a smartphone or
computer, participants indicated that they consult all sources more frequently compared to
routine product purchase decisions (see Table 1). However, other than this difference, the results
of the important product purchase decisions mirror those of the routine product purchase
decisions. In particular, consumers spend the most time consulting online product reviews
written by other consumers, followed by viewing information on a company website, newsletter
or blog. Forty-three percent of respondents said they never consult a native advertisement for an
important product decision. Participants appear to spend roughly the same amount of time
consulting advertisements and news stories for important product purchase decisions.
Research question two examined how much trust consumers have in sources to provide
accurate and unbiased product information, and whether there was a difference in trust in sources
between low- and high-involvement products. As indicated by Table 2, for a routine product
purchase decision, an online product review written by another consumer was rated the most
trustworthy (M = 3.20; SD = .64), followed by a story in a newspaper or magazine written by a
staff reporter (M = 3.07; SD = .60). A native advertisement was rated the lowest (M = 2.91; SD =
.78) followed by advertisements (M = 2.93; SD = .73). However, other than these minor
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differences, Table 2 suggests that there were not that many differences in levels of trust for the
various sources.
When preparing to a make an important product purchase decision, the amount of trust
decreased slightly for every source when comparing the results of trust between routine and
important product decisions (see Table 2). Online product reviews were rated the highest (M =
3.03; SD = .78), followed by the story in a newspaper or magazine written by a staff reporter (M
= 2.86; SD = .74). Native advertisements were rated as the least trustworthy (M = 2.50; SD =
.90).
Research question three examined what impact the five sources—traditional
advertisement, native advertisement, earned media story, company blog and independent blog—
have in terms of creating (a) awareness, (b) knowledge, (c) interest, (d) purchase intent and (e)
word of mouth.
There were minimal differences in awareness based upon source. There was only a
statistically significant difference between the news story and advertisement for the CFL (t (305)
=1.60, p = .05) For the CLF, respondents exposed to the traditional news story reported greater
awareness (M = 7) compared to the traditional advertisement (M = 6.13).
When measuring knowledge about the CFL based upon the five statements, results
indicated that there was only a statistically significant difference based upon one statement (F
(4, 760) = 2.81, p = .025). A post hoc Tukey test indicated that knowledge levels were slightly
lower only for native advertising (M = 3.52; SD = .93) compared to traditional advertising (M =
3.82; SD = 3.82; .90). There was also one statistically significant difference in one statement for
the smartphone (F (4, 765) = 2.61, p = .035). A post hoc Tukey test showed that knowledge
levels were slightly lower for the corporate blog compared to independent blog.
Interest in both CFL and smartphone was moderate regardless of source, with scores
ranging from a low of 3.04 (smartphone company blog) to a high of 3.57 (CFL traditional ad).
There were no statistically significant differences in product interest based upon exposure to
source for either the CFL (F (4, 760) =1.67, p = .154) or the smartphone (F = (4, 765) = .518, p =
.723).
Product purchase intent scores hovered around a mean score of 10 (scale ranged from 3
to 15) for all sources for both the CFL and smartphone, suggesting that participants had moderate
interest in both products. There were no statistically significant differences in purchase intent
based upon source for either the CFL (F (4, 760) = 1.49, p = .20) or smartphone (F = (4, 765) =
1.00, p = .406).
Word of mouth intention scores also settled around mean scores of 10 (scale ranged from
3-15), indicative that participants are likely to recommend both the CFL and smartphone to
friends and family and say positive things. There were no statistically significant differences in
purchase intent based upon source for either the CFL (F (4, 760) = 1.74, p = .138) or smartphone
(F = (4, 765) = .838, p = .501).

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  How Changing Media Formats

12	
  

Research question four examined the impact of the five sources on perceived credibility.
Descriptive and inferential results for the credibility scale and individual items for both the CFL
and smartphone are provided in Table 3. As indicated by the descriptive statistics, the mean
scores for all sources were relatively the same. For the CFL, there was a statistically significant
difference for the credibility scale (F (4, 760) = 3.80, p = .005) and the individual items that
measured believability (F (4, 760) = 2.96, p = .02), trustworthiness (F (4, 760) = 3.17, p = .013)
and accuracy (F (4, 760) = 3.75, p = .005) Post hoc Tukey tests indicated that the differences
were between traditional advertising and native advertising. Traditional advertising was rated
more believable and trustworthy. Interestingly, native advertising was rated as more accurate that
traditional advertising.
There were no differences for credibility based upon exposure to source for the
smartphone (F (4, 765) = 1.777; p = .132). For one of the credibility items, trustworthiness, there
was a statistically significant difference (F (4, 765) = 3.05, p = .017). Post hoc Tukey tests
indicated that an independent blog post (M = 5.68, SD = 1.26) was rated more trustworthy than a
company blog or website (M = 5.16; SD = 1.47).
Research question five asked if there are differences in credibility for low- and highinvolvement products. An independent t-Test indicated that there was no difference in credibility
for low- and high-involvement products (t (1533) = .106, p = .915) nor was there an interaction
effect between product type and source on perceived credibility (F (765, 770) = .105, p = .746).
Discussion
This study provides insight into how often people consult sources to make product
purchase decisions and the trust that they have in those sources in terms of providing accurate
and unbiased information. This research also contributes to our understanding of how news
stories compare to company generated blogs, independent blogs, traditional advertising and
native advertising on measures of communication lifestyle effectiveness dimensions, credibility
perceptions and behavioral intentions.
The number one source of information for both routine and important product decisions
consumers is online product reviews written by other consumers. Consumers consult native
advertising the least often for routine and important product purchase decisions This finding is
not surprising given that native advertising is so new, and that native advertising content often
features a human interest story, and not product information. As is also to be expected, this
research indicates that people spend more time consulting a myriad of sources when making an
important product purchase decision. Independent bloggers and news stories written by a
journalist are not consulted as frequently as online consumer reviews, company blogs, and
advertisements.
In terms of the amount of trust in sources, consumers have the greatest amount of trust in
online product reviews. This finding coincides with the 2015 Edelman Trust Barometer research
that shows that a person’s family and friends are the most trusted. Among the five sources, a
news story written by reporter was rated the second most trustworthy. This descriptive survey
finding contradicts the findings of the experimental design portion of the project that found there
were no significant differences in credibility among the sources. Yet, the fact that when asked,
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participants reported a higher level of trust in the media compared to advertising coincides with
the survey research of Hallahan (1999b). Hallahan found that university students rated news as
more trustworthy, believable and accurate in comparison to advertising. Hallahan explained the
contradiction in findings of extant experimental research and his survey research by
hypothesizing that people may be “more positively predisposed to processing information in the
form of news compared to advertising. Stated another way, audiences might be less negatively
predisposed toward news than advertising” (p. 345). Hallahan explains that in certain situations,
that predisposition may give the edge in credibility to news media. Hallahan’s explanation is
certainly one possibility for the confounding results.
Consumers’ level of trust in sources is greater for a low-involvement product compared
to the high-involvement product, thereby supporting persuasion theory and research (Chaiken,
1980; Petty, Cacioppo, & Goldman, 1981). This finding indicates that when people are making
an important product decision, they are more likely to focus intently on the message and less on
peripheral cues such as the source.
Native advertising was rated lower than traditional advertising on measures of credibility
for the CFL, the low-involvement product. Although the difference in credibility was relatively
small and that there were no differences in credibility among traditional advertising and native
advertising for the smartphone, these findings nonetheless suggest that public relations
practitioners may want to carefully consider placing product messaging in native advertisements.
Future research will also want to more thoroughly explore people’s perceptions of and
acceptance of native advertising.
The results that an earned media story is neither more effective nor credible when
compared to traditional advertising coincides with past research (Cameron, 1994; Jo, 2004;
Hallahan, 2009; Jo, 2004; Vercic, Vercic & Laco, 2008). Indeed, this study is among the ninth
empirical research study to cast doubt on the supposed superiority of public relations to paid
advertising. Perhaps more importantly, this research extends our understanding of how public
relations compares to independent blogs, company-generated material and native advertising.
While it may be evident that public relations is not more effective than the other sources in in
terms of engendering credibility and a call to action, it is important to note that it operates on an
equal footing. Not only is public relations as effective and credible as the sources, it’s typically
more cost-effective.
As indicated by the descriptive statistical results of this project, consumers are consulting
a number of sources for product information. The results of the experimental design indicate that
all sources in the PESO model are an important part of the communication lifecycle process in
terms of engendering awareness, knowledge, interest, product intent and word of mouth and
should be included in communications planning. Given the changes in the media landscape, the
lines between sources are blurring. People may not even readily process from where they are
receiving information. As long as there is value in the information presented, people likely care
less about the source and more about the quality of the message and/or information that they
need to solve their problem. Perhaps public relations practitioners should focus less on source
placement and more on providing messages and quality information that provides value to target
audiences.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Source, Level of Involvement, Communication Lifecycle and
Credibility
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Figure 2 New York Times Stimulus
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Figure 3 News Stories, Native Advertisements, and Traditional Advertisements
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Figure 4 Independent Blog Stimulus
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Figure 5 Company Blog Stimulus
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Table 1
Sources Consulted for Product Purchase Decisions
When preparing to make a routine product purchase decision, such as a light bulb or hair dryer,
how often do you use following sources for product information?

Story written by a
journalist
Blog post from an
independent blogger
Company website,
newsletter, blog or catalog
Online product reviews by
other consumers
Advertisement
Native advertisement
	
  

Never

25% of
the time
% (N)

Half of
the time
% (N)

75% of
the time
% (N)

All of the
time
% (N)

38.2 (586)

24.8 (380)

18.4 (283)

10.5 (161)

8.1 (125)

42.3 (650)

20.5 (314)

17.9 (274)

12.4 (191)

6.9 (106)

30.3 (465)

24.6 (377)

22.2 (341)

14.0 (215)

8.9 (137)

16.9 (259)
31.3 (480)
44.6 (684)

19.2 (295)
25.9 (398)
18.1 (278)

23.4 (359)
22.0 (337)
17.7 (272)

24.6 (377)
12.3 (189)
11.6 (178)

16.0 (245)
8.5 (131)
8.0 (123)

When preparing to make an important product purchase decision, such as a smartphone or laptop
computer, how often you use following sources for product information?

Story written by a
journalist
Blog post from an
independent blogger
Company website,
newsletter, blog or
catalog
Online product reviews
written by other
consumers
Advertisement
Native advertisement
	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  

Never

25% of
the time
% (N)

Half of the
time
% (N)

75% of the
time
% (N)

All of the
time
% (N)

33.6 (515)

28.5 (437)

17.7 (272)

10.9 (167)

9.4 (144)

38.6 (593)

22.1 (339)

18.8 (288)

12.2 (187)

8.3 (128)

23.5 (360)

26.3 (403)

22.5 (346)

15.6 (240)

12.1 (186)

13.3 (204)

17.5 (268)

25.0 (384)

24.5 (376)

19.7 (303)

30.6 (469)
42.9 (659)

26.4 (406)
19.2 (295)

21.5 (330)
17.6 (270)

12.6 (193)
11.7 (179)

8.9 (137)
8.6 (132)
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Table 2
Trust in Sources for Product Information
When preparing to make a routine product purchase decision, such as a light bulb or hair dryer,
how much do you trust the following sources to provide accurate and unbiased information?

Story written by a
journalist
Blog post from
independent blogger
Company website,
newsletter, blog or
catalog
Online product reviews
written by consumers
Advertisement
Native advertisement

Trust
Completely
% (N)

Trust
Somewhat
% (N)

Distrust
Somewhat
% (N)

Distrust
Completely
% (N)

Mean
(SD)

16.9 (260)

63.4 (973)

14.9 (229)

4.8 (73)

3.07 (.60)

15.4 (236)

51.8 (795)

25.6 (393)

7.2 (111)

2.97 (.69)

18.3 (281)

50.0 (767)

26.3 (403)

5.5 (84)

2.98 (.71)

28.3 (434)
15.0 (231)
12.8 (197)

55.2 (848)
45.8 (703)
37.9 (581)

12.4 (191)
30.4 (467)
35.5 (545)

4.0 (62)
8.7 (134)
13.8 (212)

3.20 (.64)
2.93 (.73)
2.91 (.78)

When preparing to make an important product purchase decision, such as a smartphone or
computer, how much do you trust the following sources to provide accurate and unbiased
information?
	
  

Story written by a
journalist
Blog post from an
independent blogger
Company website,
newsletter, blog or
catalog
Online product reviews
by other consumers
Advertisement
Native advertisement

	
  

Trust
Completely
% (N)

Trust
Somewhat
% (N)

Distrust
Distrust
Somewhat Completely
% (N)
% (N)

Mean
(SD)

15.4 (236)

61.0 (937)

17.5 (268)

6.1 (94)

2.86 (.74)

14.6 (224)

53.2 (817)

24.0 (368)

8.2 (126)

2.74 (.81)

18.4 (282)

48.9 (750)

25.4 (390)

7.4 (113)

2.78 (.83)

26.6 (409)
13.0 (199)
12.8 (196)

55.2 (848)
48.5 (744)
39.4 (605)

12.9 (198)
29.6 (455)
32.8 (503)

5.2 (80)
8.9 (137)
15.0 (231)

3.03 (.78)
2.65 (.82)
2.50 (.90)
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Table 3
Perceived Credibility of Source
Credibility Based Upon CLF Stimulus
Company
Blog
5.64
(1.23)
5.39
(1.30)
5.51 (1.3)

Independent
Blog
5.62 (1.23)

Accuracy*

News
Story
5.66
(1.30)
5.45
(1.34)
5.55 (1.3)

Non-bias

4.46 (1.8)

4.17 (1.8)

Completeness

5.24 (1.5)
26.36
(5.4)

Scale
Believability *
Trust *

Scale*

Traditional
Ad
5.24 (1.5)

4.55 (1.8)

Native
Ad
4.46
(1.80)
5.19
(1.42)
5.78
(1.16)
4.73 (1.9)

5.3 (1.31)

5.31 (1.4)

5.16 (1.4)

5.52 (1.44)

26 (5.33)

26.36 (5.39)

25.41
(5.51)

27.71 (5.09)

Native
Ad
5.62
(1.33)
5.36
(1.44)
5.44
(1.32)
4.71 (1.9)

Traditional
Ad
5.59 (1.38)

5.20
(1.52)
26.33
(5.67)

5.32 (1.46)

5.44 (1.3)
5.44 (1.26)

5.73 (1.30)
5.51 (1.26)
4.45 (1.8)

* Statistically significant at .05 level

Credibility Based upon Smartphone Stimulus

Scale
Believability
Trust *
Accuracy
Non-bias
Completeness
Scale

News
Story
5.72
(1.22)
5.44
(1.22)
5.56
(1.15)
4.52
(1.78)
5.34
(1.37)
26.57
(5.32)

Company
Blog
5.49
(1.40)
5.16
(1.47)
5.47
(1.27)
4.40
(1.99)
5.33
(1.41)
25.85
(5.4)

* Statistically significant at .05 level

	
  

Independent
Blog
5.73 (1.19)
5.68 (1.26)
5.75 (1.14)
4.57 (1.73)
5.58 (1.23)
27.31 (4.8)

5.26 (1.49)
5.44 (1.28)
4.37 (1.9)

25.97 (5.66)
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