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Abstract  
The culture surrounding news media consumption is rapidly changing. The Internet as a 
news platform, and more specifically social media, has vastly overtaken traditional forms 
of news media in popularity. Consequently, individuals are spending less time reading and 
analysing the source and message of online news. Instead people are becoming more 
dependent on passively flicking through headlines and images as a way to take in their daily 
news. While many news agencies may be tempted to adopt the same practices that some 
of the most popular tabloid news websites use in order to attract and retain consumers, 
this research found that the long term effect of employing such practices is likely to result 
in a reduction in the overall credibility of that news website and, by extension, as a news 
source overall. 
  



4 
 

Summary  
Credibility has been an area of academic interest since the 1950s. Much of the core 
research explored credibility as a construct across the source, medium and message. In 
recent years, as internet usage skyrocketed and it became most people’s primary source of 
news, the focus of credibility research shifted online. The introduction of this new medium 
opened up a whole new avenue for research. Studies in the area started to focus on 
individual factors which influence credibility perceptions and news, health and e-
commerce websites became the primary focus of a plethora of new studies.  
 
In response to the swiftly changing trends in news media consumption this research 
focuses on the credibility of online news. In particular it investigates the effect of applying 
tabloid-style visual features and characteristics to existing homepages of news websites. 
Moreover it investigates the initial impression of credibility on these homepages and 
provides a comparative measure to establish if the initial impressions were accurate.  
 
The research found evidence that the initial impression of the credibility of a news website 
is significantly reduced after the application of tabloid style features. The experiment 
collected 290 valid responses, 256 of which were used for statistical analysis. The research 
further discuses a variety of individual features which may further reduce the perception 
of credibility for news website homepages. This work adds to the long history of credibility 
research.   
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2 Introduction  
The last two decades have seen a considerable shift in both the amount of news media 
consumed daily and the way people consume said media. Increased access to the Internet 
is one of the significant factors affecting these shifts.  
 
The number of newspapers available increased steadily during the 19th and 20th centuries. 
In the UK, there were 52 newspapers based in London alone. However, people only had 
access to a limited number of papers stocked by their local shop. The introduction of new 
forms of news media such as radio and television broadcasts in 1920 [1] and 1929 [2] 
respectively sparked fundamental change in the way people consume news media. 
However, due to the limited access to these mediums, it wasn't until the end of World War 
Two that these mediums took over from newspapers as the preferred medium for news 
consumption. 
 
As access to the Internet grew, its use used as a news and media platform also grew. The 
use of the Internet as a new media platform means that there can theoretically be an 
infinite supply of news websites. This influx of different news sources altered how news is 
published, who can publish it and who is held accountable. Most online news websites 
which stem from traditional news agencies retain the same editorial process regarding their 
online news as their offline news. However, due to the lack of professional gatekeepers to 
monitor online content, there is little preventing the publication of false or altered 
information under the guise of genuine and credible content [3]. While there has never 
been complete trust in the media, this lack of traditional editorial processes and 
information verification has raised suspicions in many consumers about the veracity of the 
news online. This has increased the consumer’s responsibility to make their own judgments 
about both the source and content of the online news. Formation of these credibility 
judgements varies considerably based on the individual. However, the individual's 
perception of the online content and its source heavily influences their judgments. 
 

2.1.1 Credibility 
Credibility has been studied as part of Persuasive Science since the mid-20th century [4]. 
Historically, much of the work has focused on the source, message, and medium credibility 
in traditional news mediums such as television and print newspapers [5]. However, with 
the advent of the Internet and its continued growth, there has been a significant shift 
towards investigating credibility judgments of news websites [6]. Credibility has been 
defined as a perceived variable bestowed by a receiver on a source, and as a 
multidimensional construct. One of the most common definitions of credibility was 
proposed by Metzger and Flanagin, who maintains that credibility can be defined in terms 
of believability. 
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"The believability of a source, medium, or message." [7] 

The 1990s saw a resurgence of academic interest regarding the credibility of a message, its 
source and its medium [8]. Scholars such as Flanagan and Metzger, Johnson and Kaye, and 
Sundar [3], who conducted much of this new research, highlighted the renewed 
importance of understanding the concept of credibility, the factors which affect credibility 
judgments and its impact on how online media is perceived. The increase in research in this 
area was not independent of the change in media consumption habits and the new 
responsibilities facing media consumers. Indeed, much of the research conducted was in 
response to concerns made by academics about the verity of online information prompted 
by the increasing capabilities of the Internet [8]. 
 

2.1.2 Changing News Access Habits 
Gone are the days of waiting to tune in to the news at a specific time, or having to wait for 
the morning paper or weekly magazine for new information and opinions. It is now possible 
to access virtually any information at the touch of a button and instantly receive live news 
updates from around the world. Consequently, many people are often so inundated with 
constant updates from apps, social media and messages that they do not give a lot of the 
news published online a second thought. Between the influx of smart devices, and screens 
in public places showing news content, the increased level of exposure to news media has 
a direct effect on the attitudes held by individuals towards news both online and offline.  
 
In 2006, the Pew Research Centre reported that the Internet was the primary source of 
news for 24% of Americans. Additionally, 44% reported receiving their news from various 
websites at least once a week  [9]. Ten years later, the same research centre reported that 
the use of the Internet as the primary news source relied on by Americans grew by 12% 
[10]. Furthermore, 62% stated that they get most of their news from social media [11]. This 
increase in the use of the Internet as a primary source of news suggests that the news 
media consumption habits across all mediums are changing. While it is clear that there are 
notable changes in the way in which people are consuming news media, minimal research 
has been carried out to understand how these changes are affecting individuals’ attitudes 
and behaviours towards news media.  
 
Ofcom, the UK communications regulator, carried out a study to investigate individuals 
perceptions of their behaviour regarding online news and actual behaviour towards online 
news. This research was conducted in an attempt to address the lack of knowledge and 
understanding surrounding the attitudes towards online news media consumption [12]. 
This study found that the primary device for consuming online news media is a smartphone 
and predominantly via some social media platform. Most interestingly, the study also 
reported that the most common mind-set people have towards online news media is 
passive rather than active.  
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Backing up Ofcom’s study, the Reuters Institute Digital News Report for 2019 found that 
smartphones and television are the primary sources of news for people, and Facebook and 
YouTube were the most used source of online news. Reuters similarly highlighted passive 
attitudes towards paying attention to the news, and consumers in the study reported 
reliance on headlines and the opening paragraphs of news articles to make quick judgments 
about the news story [13]. 
  
Between laptops, smartphones and tablets, consumers have an abundance of ways to 
absorb the news media. Therefore, there is a high probability that people adopt an attitude 
of flicking or scrolling through websites and social media sites. This attitude of passively 
flicking through news websites puts news websites under pressure to ensure that their 
designers and online editors create and develop homepages, articles, and headlines to 
attract traffic to their website and to keep people interested once they are on the website. 
 

2.1.3 Initial Impressions of Credibility 
There are a vast number of reasons why an individual may choose to continue browsing a 
news website or click on an article to explore further. These range from anything such as 
the subject matter, to the images present or even their level of boredom. However, one 
factor which often plays a considerable role in this decision is the individual’s perception of 
the credibility of the article and news website in question. These credibility judgements are 
made quickly and often subconsciously but can have a powerful effect. Previous research 
has found that a credibility judgment can be made within 3 seconds [14]. Therefore, news 
websites must make an excellent initial impression on the consumer to maintain and 
increase readership and traffic to their website. 
 
An initial impression is an almost instantaneous judgement made by an individual upon 
encountering someone or something new [15]. This judgment generally results in a snap 
positive or negative decision about the subject [16].  
 
Most academic research surrounding initial impressions focuses on the initial impression 
formed about people and faces. However, these judgements apply to virtually anything 
from art to websites, to new technology. As previously mentioned, websites are under 
pressure to make a positive initial impression to persuade users not to close the website 
instantly. One study found that in addition to the effect the initial impression has on the 
decision to stay or leave, that decision may be made in as little time as 50ms [14].  
 

2.1.4 Increased Competition in the Market 
Traditional news outlets are now competing against free online news companies to 
maintain and attract readership and website traffic. At the same time, they are still trying 
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to maintain professional journalistic standards. In an attempt to increase readership and 
profits, many news websites have begun to mirror certain aspects of tabloid-style websites 
to increase the number of page views and website ‘stickiness’. 
 
For example, on the homepages of news websites like the BBC in addition to their national 
and international news, there are clickbait-style headlines about less intense and more 
entertaining sections such as the ‘must-see’ section. An example of this may be seen in 
Appendices 11.1. 
 
This change in online news content has a twofold effect. Firstly, news websites must 
understand the power that an initial impression of their website has on the consumer. In 
turn, they must also understand that by including flashy pictures and attention-grabbing 
headlines, they may also be reducing the credibility of their website. Secondly, the 
responsibility for consumers to make informed judgements about the content and source 
of the news website also increases [5]. 
 
In the UK the term “tabloid” is often associated with newspapers that publish 
sensationalistic stories and gossip about celebrities. Written using a simplistic and 
straightforward style, the use of attention-grabbing images and headlines is prioritised over 
the written content. As noted by H. Örnebring and A. M. Jönsson “tabloid journalism is 
often considered to be synonymous with bad journalism” [17]. While this assessment is not 
founded in a strictly scientific view, the argument defining it as ‘bad’ is rooted in the many 
cases where tabloid papers have gone beyond acceptable journalistic standards. For 
example, in 2011, the story broke regarding  the News of the World Phone-Hacking Scandal 
[18] where several journalists had hacked the voicemail of Milly Dower, a murder victim 
broke. Following this, UK tabloids were described as “gutter press” [19] and came under 
the scrutiny of many foreign journalists. 
 
Tabloids fall into two main categories; ‘red tops’ and ‘compacts’. Red tops are often 
commonly associated with the aforementioned ‘bad journalism’ journalism. It’s these ‘red-
tops’ that came under intense scrutiny following the phone-hacking scandal and most often 
feature the gossip and sensationalistic stories. Whereas compacts, on the other hand, are 
most often a newspaper of a slightly higher quality but printed in a tabloid format and 
generally not associated with the reputation of red-top tabloids. 
 
Broadsheet newspapers, on the other hand, are associated with a different set of 
connotations. They are commonly perceived to be more intellectual than tabloids and go 
into greater depth on their stories and hold a much higher level of journalistic integrity. The 
journalistic practices, editorial decisions, and board of governance checks and balances are 
typically more stringent and focus on more nuanced details in addition to the story content 
and sources [20]. Some of the Internet’s most popular websites are online tabloids like such 
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as the Daily Mail1. These websites regularly employ the use bright colours, easy to read 
headlines and entreating stories to attract users and increase the stickiness of their site. 
Due to the ever-increasing amount of competition in the marketplace, news organisations 
may become more tempted to follow the style of tabloid news websites in an attempt to 
increase both revenues for the organisation and traffic to the website. However, while they 
may experience positive short term effects, they risk running into serious long term effects 
on credibility on the news organisation as a whole.   
 
In the area of online credibility thus far, most research into the initial impression of 
credibility is surrounding the effect of aesthetics on credibility.  Much of the work in the 
area focuses on how aesthetics and visual design impacts credibility judgements [23, 24]. 
For example Robins and Holms establish a correlation between a high level of aesthetic 
treatment and a positive credibility judgement.  While there has been extensive research 
undertaken in the area of news media credibility since the mid-20th century, very little of 
this research focused on news website home pages. This research aims to investigate how 
the application of tabloid-style features impact a reader’s perceived credibility of a news 
website homepage based on the initial impression of that homepage. The attention on the 
initial impression aims to ensure that the credibility judgement is not impacted by 
prolonged exposure to the detailed content of that website. 
 

2.2 Research Question  
The main objective of this research project is to answer the following question:  

“To what extent does the introduction of tabloid-style features to the most 
noticeable elements of a news website’s homepage impact a users’ initial 

perception of credibility?” 

To this end, the following research objectives were formed: 

1. To read the state of the Art on Credibility research, with a focus on initial 
judgements and the visual aspects of news website design.  

2. To investigate through experimentation the impact that the cumulative 
introduction in stages of tabloid-style visual features have on the initial impressions 
of the perceived credibility of news website homepages.  

3. To establish how the perception of credibility differs across four different categories 
of news website homepages when the same visual alterations are applied.  

  

 
1 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/home/index.html 
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2.3  Hypothesis 
This research aims to determine whether the introduction of tabloid-style visual features 
can induce a reduction in the perceived credibility of the homepage of a news website. 
Furthermore, it aims to find evidence that as the number of tabloid-style features are 
increase the perceived credibility of the homepage continues to decline. The hypothesis 
was formed.  
 
(H0) The introduction of tabloid-style features will not decrease the initial impression of 
the credibility of a news website homepage. 
 
(HA) The introduction of tabloid-style features will decrease the initial impression of the 
credibility of a news website homepage. 
 
This is determined by establishing the level of perceived credibility of four different news 
websites with three levels of distortion (introduction of tabloid-style) features to each 
website and finding a statically significant difference between the four levels of distortion.  
 

2.4 Document Structure  
The remainder of this dissertation is structured as follows.  
 

• Chapter 2 provides an overview of the existing literature which studies credibility 
perceptions, online news media credibility, how the effect of aesthetics affects the 
perceived credibility of websites and initial impressions. 

 
• Chapter 3 details the methodology employed for the creation of experiment. 

 
• Chapter 4 gives an overview of the experiment framework from a technical and 

practical perspective.  
 

• Chapter 5 discusses the statistical methods used to extract meaningful results from 
the data collected throughout the experiment.  

 
• Chapter 6 presents the results of the statistical analysis of the experimental data. 

 
• Chapter 7 presents and explains the findings of this research, the hypothesis results 

and a conclusion the results.  
 

• Chapter 8 discusses the results of the research in depth, details the possible future 
work and potential avenues for this research to peruse.  

• The Appendices contain the full set of data collected during experimentation and 
the materials used throughout this experiment.   
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3 State of the Art  
Credibility has been in many contexts over the last 70 years. While a lot of this research 
was initially focused with investigating the credibility of traditional sources of news media 
such as newspapers, television and the radio, more recent work has been carried out the 
area of online credibility, and how aesthetic treatments of websites can effect the preceded 
credibility of that website.  
 
This chapter outlines the existing work in the area of credibility research, online credibility, 
aesthetics and credibility and how the impact of an initial impressions of a website can 
influence the perceived credibility of that site. 
 

3.1 Credibility  
Credibility has been an ongoing area of academic research since the middle of the 20th 
century [4] and has been examined in multiple contexts across various fields such as 
psychology, information science and news media [23]. Credibility research initially focused 
on source credibility and its interpersonal impact on the persuasion process [8]. As the 
scope of this research expanded into exploring the effects of message and medium 
credibility scholars proposed multiple definitions and ways to measure credibility.  
 

3.1.1 Definitions of Credibility  
Researchers have typically defined credibility as a perceptual variable which is highly 
dependent on the individual. Credibility is often defined in terms of its three primary 
dimensions and is often defined by researchers in terms of believability. Over the years 
researchers  have added to the list of definitions for credibility; these definitions are often 
influenced by their areas of research. For example, in 2007 Flanagan and Metzger defined 
credibility as [3]:  

“A perceptual variable rather than as an objective measure of the 
quality of some information or source of information”.  

Fogg and Tseng in turn took a much broader approach and defined credibility by stating 
[24]:  

“Simply put, credibility can be defined as believability. Credible people 
are believable people; credible information is believable information”.  

Johnson and Kaye [5] note that while credibility is usually defined in terms of 
trustworthiness and believability, other definitions and measures include reliability, 
accuracy and bias and define media credibility as follows:  
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“Media credibility is generally defined as the worthiness of being 
believed, and it is often measured as a multidimensional construct 

consisting of believability, accuracy, fairness, and depth of information” 

While the content of these definitions varies in the specific wording, they tend to place an 
emphases on belief.  
 

3.1.2 The Three Main Dimensions of Credibility 
As early as the 1950s, three main dimensions of credibility, source, medium, and message, 
were defined by scholars such as Hovland & Weiss [4]. While extensive work has been 
carried out to study different areas of credibility these three dimensions have always been 
a keen basis for research.  
 

3.1.3 Source Credibility 
Empirical research into the credibility of different sources began in 1951. Hovland and 
Weiss were the first to produce evidence that the source of a message heavily influences 
the actual message [4]. Carl Hovland and his colleagues initially defined the concept of a 
speaker’s credibility to be a combination of expertise and trustworthiness; expertise 
referring to a communicator’s qualification or ability to know the truth about a topic, and 
trustworthiness was conceptualised as the perception of the communicators motivation to 
tell the truth.  
 
Mulac & Sherman also carried out research in 1975 which further illustrated that the 
processing of messages is influenced by different communication characteristics. Their 
research noted that both male and female speakers who possess a higher level of speech 
skill were perceived to be more credible than those with lower speech levels [25].  
 
Hovland and Weiss also noted that even though retention of information is not directly 
impacted by the source of the information, the trustworthiness of the source has a direct 
impact on the opinions about the message [14]. Work on the dimensions of source 
credibility was extended in 1969 by Berlo, Lemert, and Mertz (1969) by who identified 
factors such as, ‘‘safety,’’ ‘‘qualification,’’ ‘‘dynamism,’’ and ‘‘sociability’’ which relate to 
source credibility [26].  
 
While this research is not focused on the source of the homepage content it is 
acknowledged that conclusions about the source may be drawn by the participant based 
on addition features of the homepage. Furthermore, researchers have recognised the 
noted due to the influx of online news sources it’s possible that the influence of source 
credibility may be reduced if online news sources begin to employ methods to disguise the 
source of the news.  
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3.1.4 Medium Credibility 
Medium credibility focuses on the specific medium used to deliver a message rather than 
the message itself or the source of the message [25]. For example, if the same message was 
delivered via a television, a radio and a newspaper the message and source may remain 
the same but the mediums would differ, but if three different newspapers were publishing 
the same story the medium would remain constant and the source (and likely message) 
would be the variant. Extensive work has been carried out in comparing the effect of the 
four main news mediums; newspapers, radio, television and most recently the Internet. 
 
Since the 1960’s researchers have widely acknowledged that perceptions of credibility of a  
medium are positively related to the reliance on that medium perceptions of its credibility 
[5], [27], [28]. Westly and Severin found that demographic variables factors such as age, 
education level and gender impact credibility judgments made about different mediums 
[29]. These findings were supported by further work carried out by Gunther (1992) and 
Mulder (1980) [25].   
 
Print newspaper, radio, television and the internet and the effect of each of these mediums 
on credibility perceptions, are the four mediums which have been extensively explored in 
literature. Many early studies have suggested that the most popular medium is also 
perceived as the most credible medium [5]. More recently a study conducted in 2002 
analysed the different components of news credibility from three different mediums; 
newspapers, television and online [30]. This study found that newspaper and television 
news were more closely related by perceived credibility than online news.  
 

3.1.5 Message Credibility 
Message credibility focuses on the credibility of the of the message or information in the 
content rather than its source or medium. Message credibility is often related to and 
defined by how people make judgements based on the quality of the information [31]. 
Additionally it’s been noted that information credibility judgements are often relative and 
highly dependent on the messages current context and previous knowledge of information 
relating to the message [32].   
 

3.2 Measures of Credibility  
As previously illustrated there are multiple definitions of credibility, consequently multiple 
measures for credibility have been created. Most studies which measure credibility use a 
combination of measures as opposed to just one, to accurately reflect the context in which 
credibility is being studied. 
 
A large number of studies have used expertise [33], fairness [34], trustworthiness [3] and 
believability [24]. Since the area of credibility study has become narrower and researchers 
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are focusing on specific topics such as the credibility of e-commerce websites, web blogs 
or health websites, less popular measures have been employed such as privacy or accuracy 
of information. Many of studies have used a mix of the most commonly used measures and 
measures which best reflect the specific study to measure and define credibility. 
Additionally many of the newly created measures are derived from previous measures, for 
example Hong’s study examine the contributing factors related to the use of health-related 
websites used a combination of trust and expertise as a single measure.  
 

3.3 Media Credibility  
Westly and Severin were the first to carry out an extensive analysis of credibility across 
various media outlets [29]. They found that perceptions of media credibility can be affected 
by demographic variables such as age or education. For example, they reported that those 
with a high socioeconomic status found newspapers to generally be more credible than 
radio or television. Additional literature has highlighted variations in the perceived 
credibility attributed to different mediums [35]. Westly and Severin noted that people 
didn’t always find their preferred medium the most credible, which allowed for the 
differentiation between media credibility perceptions and media preferences. They also 
found that television news was typically deemed more accurate than print news.  
 
Following a widespread drop in confidence in the media in the 1980s four major studies 
were carried out to ascertain the public’s attitude towards media credibility [36]. One of 
the factors which led to this reduction in trust in the news media was the loss of the 
Vietnam War, as people blamed this loss on the medias approach to reporting of it [36]. 
The study in 1985 by the American Society Of Newspaper Editors found that media fairness 
and bias were two characteristics which helped form the definition of credibility in the 
public mind [37].  
 
While these studies focused on the effect of credibility and its perception as a construct 
further research in to media credibility examined how the source and message credibility 
influences the credibility of a given medium [38, 5] and by extension how different  news 
media are preceded.  
 

3.3.1 Comparison of News Mediums and Media  
For a number of years research into media credibility focused on comparing the credibility 
of television as a medium with other sources of news [27, 5, 43]. As the consumption of 
news media increased credibility became ever more important, and it was theorised that if 
people don’t trust what they see or hear from either online or traditional sources they’re 
less likely to pay attention to it [10, 5]. In the late 1990’s it became clear that television was 
still thought to be the most credible source of news in the media [5, 44], this was found to 
decrease with the advent of the Internet in the early 200s. 
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Johnson and Kaye investigated how politically minded internet users view the credibility of 
web publications and traditional forms of print publications. By using newspapers, 
magazines and candidate literature comparing they explored how the use and reliance on 
different forms of media impacted the credibility judgments made during election years 
[41, 40, 44, 45]. Their research found that among politically interested Internet users, 
online candidate information was generally perceived to be more credible than 
traditionally provided information, but there were no differences between news magazines 
and issue orientated sources. However, while none of the ratings of credibility were 
particularly high for any of the types of media [5], they noted that the low scores may be 
influenced in part by a higher distrust for trust major institutions by regular internet users 
than by the general public. However, only two years prior to Johnsons and Kayes study  the 
Pew Research Centre found that traditional News mediums were rated to be more credible 
than online media [25].   
 
Research has also been carried out into understanding the reasons for the difference in 
credibility ratings between mediums. Newhagen and Nass stated that local broadcasts are 
the most influential in changing news credibility opinions and that the discrepancy between 
credibility judgments could be in part due to the different standards to which people hold 
television and newspapers [43]. They also proposed idea that people may prefer television 
due to the fact that they can hold actual people accountable rather than nameless 
institutions they may assonate with newspaper credibility, because people are inclined to 
judge individual news anchors differently but judge entire newspapers as a whole.  
 
In 2001 Kiosis continued research into how the public perceives media credibility [25], their 
findings largely disagreed with previous research as they found that newspapers were rated 
as more credible than the television. However, it was noted that while newspapers 
outranked television and the internet outranked newspapers, none of the mediums were 
found to be more than moderately credible which implies that there is a general level of 
scepticism surrounding news media.  
 
Interestingly Kiosis found a positive correlation between online news and interpersonal 
communication, and that Internet usage was moderately associated with online news 
credibility. Kiosis also argues that while previous research had a tendency to blur the lines 
between source and medium credibility perceptions, perceived credibility is in fact a 
primary function of both characteristics. During this time, there was a significant shift in 
reliance of certain types of media. Accordingly many network news organisations found 
that they needed to adjust to the fact that people were spending more time on the internet 
[44].  
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The Pew research centre found that the evening television audience had decreased by 73% 
since 1980, while Americans were using the Internet at least once a week to get their news 
[45], these were clearly factors which contributed to the plethora of studies comparing 
credibility perceptions between different media. Similar comparative studies found that 
younger age groups tended to find both on-air and online news media to be more credible 
than their adult counterparts [44]. 
 

3.4 Initial Impressions 
Initial impressions are subconscious opinions formed when encountering a new stimulus, 
such as a person, place or picture. Foundational research into the formation of initial 
impressions was predominantly carried out in the school of psychology. Where researchers 
focused on topics such as the length of time it takes to make an initial impression.  
 
Literature in this area predominately focuses initial impressions as a first impression.  A 
significant amount of research has been conducted in to the how quickly individuals form 
first impressions and additional how accurate those first impressions are. One such study 
found that judgements based on facial appearances made in as little as 100ms are highly 
corelated with similar judgments made under no time constraint [46]. but if the exposure 
time allowed for the first impression is increased to 500ms many judgements become 
negative. Moreover, when exposure time is further increased to 100ms the initial 
judgement doesn’t change significantly but a person’s confidence in that judgment does 
increase.  
 
First impressions have been shown to be powerful in a range of different contexts, from 
medical diagnosis, to studying personal attributes and design processes [14]. The ‘Halo 
Effect’ has been defined as the effect resulting from a strong first impression on any long 
term feelings [47]. The effect of ‘confirmation bias’ has been found to have a significant 
effect on how users will look for additional for additional evidence to prove to themselves 
that their initial judgement is correct while attempting to ignore any conflicting evidence 
[14].  
 
When exploring the effect of an initial impression its important to consider the time the 
effect the initial impression has on the actual impression. Some studies have shown that a 
stimuli preference an occur between 10-50ms [48]. A vast range of studies have proven 
that the simple ‘exposure effect’ is extremely robust in forming an emotional response to 
different stimuli such as different colours or images [49]. Robins and Holmes found 
evidence that judgments made in response to visual stimuli are emotional and based on a 
‘gut feeling’ rather than making a cognitive decision [50].  
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3.4.1 Initial Impressions of News Websites 
Upon entering a website a user forms a strong first impression within a very short time 
frame, for most users the decision about whether or not they will remain on that website 
or exit is made within that initial time frame. A study in 2006 found that only 20% of 
internet users will spend longer than a few seconds on a website before deciding to move 
on, a large percentage of these of regular internet users are unlikely to look past the first 
few pages of a website [51].  

Websites are inherently visual mediums. This means that the first impression of a website 
is heavily dependant on the design and images used.  As shown by previous research into 
the area of initial impressions the first impressions of these websites are going to be highly 
visceral. The section below examines the interplay between aesthetics and initial 
impressions and how that relationship affects the perceived credibility of a web page.  

3.4.2  Aesthetics and Credibility  
There are multiple definitions across literature including beauty in appearance, positive 
visual, object properties, responses and judgements and emotional processes [54]. The 
common trend across most definitions is that the term aesthetics is strongly related to an 
experience of pleasure or harmony.  
 
In places like Art Gallery’s or botanical gardens experiences vastly differ between 
individuals. One painting may compel someone to spend 30 minutes staring at it, but they 
might not even notice the one next to it even if it’s by the same artist or in the same genre. 
In 2007 this question about the what causes these different experiences inspired Lindgaard 
to explore the relationship between judgments of visual appeal, the emotions and invoke 
and user experience [54]. Lindgaard suggests that the aesthetics of a website can invoke 
immediate emotional responses and judgments about the website in question, and these 
judgements can influence the users' opinion of that website over a prolonged period. 
 
Lindgaard’s research found that the impact the of the relative appeal of visual stimuli on 
user satisfaction effect a user’s initial experience with a website. Furthermore it was argued 
that although the definition of aesthetics is still ambiguous it still plays a major role in 
determining the emotions towards a given stimulus and that feeling is generated 
immediately upon detection of given stimulus. This ability to immediately invoke to specific 
emotions give web designers and content creators the potential to create the desired 
emotions and feelings to urge people to remain on a website.  
 
Much like credibility, aesthetic judgements are greatly influenced by personal factors.  In 
2008 Robins and Holms were some of the first researchers to explore the link between 
aesthetics and credibility judgements. The focus of this work was to determine the extent 
to which the design and aesthetic treatments applied to a website impact a user’s 
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perceived credibility of that website [50]. It was concluded that websites which had 
undergone higher aesthetic treatments most often resulted in higher credibility 
judgements.  Furthermore, they defined this as the ‘amelioration effect’ of visual design 
and aesthetics on content credibility, they also ascertained that the effect is operational 
within a few seconds. These findings back up a similar study in 2002 by Tractinsky et al. 
who found that positive reactions followed exposure to interfaces with higher aesthetic 
treatment [55]. Although the research carried out by Tractinsky et al. was not directly 
related to how aesthetic affects the credibility judgments of a website the work stresses 
the importance of studying and understanding how human-computer (HCI) interactions are 
impacted by aesthetic treatments.  
 
In an attempt to understand the aesthetic factors which influence the credibility of website 
homepages Alsudani and Casey applied art and design concepts to web homepages in an 
attempt to test credibility in a systematic way [22].  During their work, they found that web 
aesthetics cannot be quantified for correctness due to human involvement. This finding 
supports the theory that aesthetic judgements are highly subjective. The aesthetic factors 
found to induce the most positive credibility judgements were the use of balance, harmony, 
contrast and dominance. Furthermore, these factors were found to attract user’s attention 
and encourage them to stay on the website. 
 
A study by Oyibo et. Al. compared the impact of classical aesthetics (simplicity, clarity, 
orderliness, cleanness etc) and expressive aesthetics (complexity novelty, richness, 
sophistication etc,) on the perceived credibility of a home page. This study found that the 
application of classical aesthetics had a much greater impact on improving the perceived 
credibility of mobile websites. These findings support those by Alsudani and Casey which 
indicate that the use of formal structure, clarity and cleanness produce more positive 
credibility judgements than the application of expression and features without clear 
structure.  
 

3.5 Summary 
Extensive research has been carried out to understand the factors which impact credibility 
perceptions and to compare the effect of credibility across different mediums and news 
media sources. Although substantial work has been done in the area of initial impressions 
and aesthetics and how they impact credibility judgments, minimal work has focused how 
on the inital impressions of news websites.  
 

  



26 
 

4 Methodology  
To answer the primary question proposed by this research, ‘does the introduction of 
tabloid-style features to news website homepage decrease the perceived level of credibility 
of that news homepage?’, an experiment was designed and executed to collect data on 
peoples’ initial impression of the credibility of news website homepages.  
 
The experiment was built using a 4 x 4 design employing a simplified version of Latin 
Hypercube Sampling and consisted of four separate paths; each path contained four 
different news website homepages with one of four levels of distortion applied. Each 
participant was randomly assigned one of the four experiment paths.   
 
As shown in Section Error! Reference source not found. there is a vast range of different 
visual features on a news website homepage, all of which contribute to the visual effect of 
that homepage. As this research focuses on how the impact of the cumulative 
implementation of tabloid-style features on news website homepages affects the 
perceived credibility of that homepage, it was essential first to identify the tabloid-style 
features best suited for use in the creation of each level of distortion.   
 
Two independent pre-tests were conducted to identify these features, and the final 
selection of features was chosen based on a cross-reference of the top results from each 
test. The content for the main experiment was created using the results from these pre-
tests.  
 

4.1 Pre-Tests 
Two smaller pre-tests were conducted instead of a single large test to allow for the 
comparison of the top-ranked features in order to rule out remove any features which may 
have been ranked highly due to the nature of the test. Sections 4.1.1 and 3.1.2 describe the 
detailed procedure of both pre-tests in detail.  
 
The two pre-tests conducted were:  

1. An initial observation test to establish the features of tabloids which are most 
commonly identified from an initial observation of a tabloid homepage  

2. An exploration into the most common visual features associated with tabloid 
newspapers and which people would most expect to see from a known 
tabloid.  
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4.1.1 Initial Observation Pre-Test  
This experiment focuses on the initial impression of the credibility of a news website 
homepage, as evidenced in Section 3.4  initial impressions form in as little as 50ms. This 
pre-test was designed to highlight which features are most commonly first identified. 
 
The three tabloid newspapers selected were The Sun[ref], The Daily Mail[ref] and The 
Mirror[ref]. The test was conducted with peers within the college. The tabloids were 
chosen to be recognisable for participants. 
 
Participants were handed a physical copy of a tabloid homepage and their responses were 
manually recorded using a spreadsheet in Microsoft Excel. The homepages for each of the 
news websites were for all papers were printed at the 11.30am on March 22nd 2019.  
 
Feature observations homepages were gathered after two separate time intervals to 
investigate whether the exposure to the homepage after a more extended period 
highlighted any less significant features. The results from the second time interval were 
collected to refine the feature selection if the cross-referencing of results of the two pre-
tests caused selection issues. 
 
The test consisted of four phases, as outlined below:  

1. Three homepages presented to the participant for one second 
a. Immediately after removal of the homepage, participants were asked what 

they noticed about the homepage.  
b. After the three pages were presented, participants were asked about any 

commonalities across all pages.  
2. The same three homepages were shown in the same order for three 60 seconds.  

a. Participants were asked what they noticed about the homepage.  
b. They were asked if there was anything more significant they noticed after a 

prolonged period.  
3. Participants were asked the following questions:  

a. How did your experience of the content for each homepage differ between 
the 1-second impression and 60-second impression? 

b. Have any features stuck in your mind? 
c. What visual features would you expect to see from a tabloid newspaper 

 
A summary of the key results of this pre-test is shown in Table 4-1; the full set of results is 
presented in Table 11-1 and Table 11-2 in Appendix 11.2. 
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Table 4-1: Summary of the Key Features Identified in the Initial Observation Pre-Test 

Initial Observation Test 

3 Seconds 1 Minute 

Red and Purple Colours Boring Content 

Lots of people and images Showbiz' and 'Exclusive' buttons 

Boyband Important stories were smaller 

Young People in pictures Repeated Articles 

Sob Stories Disaster stories  

Colour blue Bad quality writing  

Bad Quality images Repeated images 

 

4.1.2 Tabloid Expectations Pre-Test 
This research is examining the hypothesis, as outlined in Chapter 2.1.3 1.  To apply tabloid-
style features and characteristics to news homepages suitable features and characteristics 
must be identified.  
 
In addition to the previous pre-test, it was assumed that people hold preconceived notions 
about what visual features they expect to see if they’re presented with a tabloid 
newspaper. Based on that assumption this pre-test was conducted by talking to 28 people 
about what visual features they would expect to see on a tabloid newspaper.  
 
The following questions were used to instigate conversation: 

1. Do you regularly consume tabloid or online news media? 
2. What visual features would you expect to see on a tabloid newspaper? 
3. What colours would you directly associate with tabloid newspapers? 
4. Is there anything about a tabloid that would immediately lead you to perceive that 

newspaper as being not being a credible source of information? 
5. What features do you associate with unreliable sources? 

 
While the conversations conducted were focused on finding answers to these questions, 
discussions were conducted using a Semi-Structured Interview Technique. This technique 
was applied to prevent participants from analysing their answers to extract natural 
responses to the above questions.  The results from this pre-test are presented in Table 
4-2. 
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Table 4-2: Tabloid Expectation Pre-Test Results 

Feature Discussion Test 

Headline text size Slogany captioned images - minimal text 

Headline word count Personal stories’ 

Placement and contents of adds Basic text 

Text Colours and Font Upper and lowercase letters 

Large coloured banners Doesn't look official/specific template 

Bad pixel quality photographs Pop-up boxes 

Bad content quality photographs EU data pop up 

Creepy or pun related headlines Boobs and Swimwear 

Red writing ‘Follow Us’ Buttons 

The use of words such as ‘Exclusive’, ‘Showbiz’ Shock factor 

Pop up videos  

 

4.2 Main Experiment Content Creation and Setup 
The experiment was conducted online using a custom-built framework adapted to gather 
the data required to answer the research question regarding the initial impressions of the 
credibility of news homepages.  
 
The experiment involved four key stages:  

1. Participants were provided with a set of questions to gather basic profile 
information. 

2. Participants were presented with a series of five news website homepages for 2.5 
seconds and were instructed to evaluate each homepage by answering a series of 
four questions. 

3. They were then asked to evaluate their judgement by separately selecting which 
homepage they perceived to be the most credible and which they perceived to be 
the least credible. 

4. The participants were then required to answer a series of post-experiment 
questions about the webpages presented in the experiment. 

Participants for the experiment were recruited using the online crowdsourcing website, 
Prolific Academic2, an online crowdsourcing platform. Participants entering the experiment 
were randomly assigned one of four experiment paths following completion of participant 
information and consent forms.  

The experiment was designed using four news website homepages and four treatment 
levels. At each level of treatment, the level of distortion to each news homepage was 

 
2 www.prolific.co 
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increased by cumulatively increasing the impact of the tabloid-style features identified 
using the results from the pre-tests described in Section 4.1.  

4.2.1 Selection and Creation of Experiment Content  
The following section details the process used to select the news website homepages, the 
content for each homepage, the feature selection process and the creation of the 
distortions.  

4.2.2 Selection of News Website Homepages  
The homepages of four separate news websites were chosen to reflect a sample of the 
different categories of the most commonly used news websites. This sample used news 
websites generally assumed to be somewhat reputable.  
 
Prior to selecting the final news website homepages, a pool of websites which satisfied 
the following requirements was formed: 

1. Similar homepage structure 
2. Range of readership  
3. Range of sources 
4. A mix of US and European based websites 
5. A mix of websites founded from both print new agencies and from web-based 

news agencies 
 
Based on these requirements, the following table was drawn up of a selection of the more 
notable and popular news websites. 
 

Table 4-3: News Websites Considered for Inclusion in this Experiment  

Quality Press 
International 

(Source) 
Tabloid Format 

/Magazine 
Online News Media 

Washington Post Reuters Guardian Vox 
The New York Times Associated Press Economist Buzzfeed 

The Times Bloomberg The Journal Vice 
Financial Times NPR   

 BBC   

 
The most obvious features were listed for each website in Table 4-3. A complete list of 
these features may be seen in Appendix Error! Reference source not found..  The news 
website homepages used in this experiment were selected by comparing the features of 
each website Table 4-3. The selected homepages from each category may be seen in Table 
4-4. 
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Table 4-4: Selected News Website Homepages and Corresponding Experiment IDs 

News Website 
Homepage ID 

News Website 

H0 The New York Times3  

H1 Reuters4  

H2 The Guardian5 

H3 VOX6 

 

 
Figure 4-1: The New York Times, H0 

 

 
Figure 4-2: Reuters, H1 

 

 
Figure 4-3: The Guardian, H2 

 
Figure 4-4: VOX, H3 

 
It was concluded that the websites chosen in Table 4-4 was the best representative sample 
of the categories of news websites which are popular and heavily used online. The 

 
3 https://www.nytimes.com/ 
4 https://www.reuters.com/ 
5 https://www.theguardian.com/international 
6 https://www.vox.com/ 
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homepages for each of these websites are illustrated in Figure 4-1, Figure 4-2, Figure 4-3, 
and Figure 4-4. Full-size versions of these homepages may be seen in Figure 11-2, Figure 
11-3, Figure 11-4, and Figure 11-5 in Appendix 11.3 
 

4.2.3 News Website Homepage Content Selection 
As these four news websites have a range of different target audiences, their content is 
widely varied. This is most obvious when comparing VOX and The Guardian. It was essential 
the content across all four homepages was the same as much as possible to prevent 
differences in the content influencing the perception of credibility. Additionally, content on 
each homepage was required to be as accurate to the website homepage as possible to 
prevent content manipulation influencing credibility judgements.  
 
The detailed process of content selection was created to satisfy these two essential 
requirements. This process was carried out under the following steps: 

1. The homepages of the four selected websites in Table 4-4 were observed at 11 am 
every day between January 21st and March 12th.  

a. On days where similar content occurred across two or more websites a 
screenshot of each of the four homepages was taken to record the content.  

b. The content was not recorded on days where homepages contained 
particularly emotive images such as mass shootings.   

2. When the subject matter was the same across all four homepages the content for 
each homepage was recorded at multiple time intervals7 between 12 pm and 12 
am.  

3. The following steps were taken to record this content.  
a. A table was created for each homepage consisting of the main sections 

present on the homepage. For example, Reuters was separated into 
‘Headlines’, Featured Content’, and ‘The Wire’. 

b. At each time interval, the content of each section was added to the table.  
c. The content which occurred most often was colour coded by subject matter 

to create a visual representation of the spread of content across the four 
sites for the 12 hours. The spread of content for each homepage is 
presented in Table 11-3, Table 11-4,   

 
7  Because the frequency at which the content on each homepage is updated, the time intervals were 
different for each website. 
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d. Table 11-5, and Table 11-6 in Appendix 11.4. 
4. Where content on a homepage was different to the other homepages it was 

replaced with the content of the same subject as reported by that website. For 
example, if one of the content of a smaller story on VOX (H3) was different from 
the other three homepages, the content was removed and replaced with the same 
topic as the other three homepages. The content was replaced with content that 
was written by VOX (H3) but which was not present on the homepage on March 
12th.   

 
Table 4-5:  Content Frequency Across the Four Homepages on March 12th 

Subject Frequency 
Airlines Boeing 737 Plane Crash 17 

Brexit 16 
Manafort 13 

USC Cheating Scandal 10 
Muller Investigation 3 

US Politics 6 

 
 
The date of the final content selection was the 12th of March 2019. The four primary news 
topics were; the Ethiopian Airlines Boeing 737 plane crash, Brexit and Teresa May, Paul 
Manafort and the USC cheating scandal. 
 

4.2.4 News Website Homepage Distortion Creation and Application 
Four levels of treatment were applied to each homepage. Each treatment consisted of the 
increased tabloidization of the homepage by increasingly distorting the visual features and 
characteristics as identified to be indicative of a tabloid. For the remainder of this 
document, all treatment levels applied to homepages are referred to as levels of distortion.  
 
Each level of distortion aims to increase the level of ‘tabloidsation’ of the homepage to 
create a noticeable visual difference between each level. These distortions were created 
by enhancing the set of features which were identified to be associated with tabloids during 
the two pre-tests as described in Section 4.1. 
 
The size of the homepage image presented to participants was chosen to be 89.11cm by 
85.96cm as this was the most common size of images occurring on news websites where 
the page naturally broke. The size of the page was set to the page break because the 
experiment is reliant on initial impressions and is not designed for the participant to be able 
to scroll on the images. 
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The following sections describe the process of selecting the features to use for each 
distortion level and the individual application of each level of distortion.   
 

4.2.5 Tabloid Style Feature Selection  
Features selected used the results from the Initial Observation Pre-Test and the  
Tabloid Expectations Pre-Test. 
 

Table 4-6: Selected Features for Website Distortions 

Distortion Features 

Text Size 

Font Style 

Headline Size 

Headline Colour 

Headline Content 

Large social media 

Image Content 

Image Quality 

Image Crop 

Colour application 

"Exclusive" Banners 

Share now buttons 

 
 
The results of both pre-tests were cross-referenced, and the 12 top visual feature 
characteristics were selected for used in distortion creation. A list of these features can be 
seen in Table 4-6. 
 
Distortions applied to each homepage were done using a cumulative implementation 
approach, meaning that visual features and characteristics changes made to each 
homepage built upon the previous changes. The following four sections describe the 
implementation of each level of distortion.  
   

 Creating the Baseline Level of Distortion (D0) 
The baseline distortion level was designed to gauge the initial impression of each 
homepage as presented by the source news agency with minimal modifications. 
 
The following steps were taken to remove all distinct branding in an attempt to reduce the 
chances of participants immediately recognising the website: 
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1. The name of the newspaper was changed to a generic title such as ‘The 
Newspaper’ or ‘News’  

2. Logos using the name of the newspaper were replaced using similar style logo 
and the words ‘The Newspaper’ or ‘News’ 

3. All immediately recognisable images or podcast names or branding were 
removed 

 
An example of the application of the baseline level of distortion (D0) may be observed by 
comparing the images in Figure 4-5 and Figure 4-6. 
 

 
Figure 4-5: Original Heading of H2 

 

 
Figure 4-6: Heading of H2 After the Application of D0  

Additionally, at this stage, advertisements were removed, following an investigation into 
which advertisements appear on each homepage. By visiting the four homepages websites 
using various accounts (with different user preferences) and an incognito browser. It was 
determined that while previous research indicated that the application of advertisements 
only has an impact on the perceived credibility when there is an abundance of ads, 
following this investigation of the homepages using different web browsers and accounts, 
there were minimal advertisements on each homepage. The New York Times, in fact, only 
had ads for subscriptions. Additionally, the rates of people using ad-blockers are increasing, 
where about 25.2% in the U.S in 2018 use adblockers [56], implying the selection and 
application of advertisements would have a negligent effect on the impression of 
credibility.  
 
Full-size images of each of the homepages with the baseline level of distortion applied can 
be seen in Appendix 11.5.1. 
 

 Creating Distortion Level One (D1) 
Level one applies the first feature distortions to the images on each homepage. The pixel 
of the image was reduced by 25%. The headline and text size were increased, by increasing 
the ‘font-size’ by 15% and 3% respectively, in the source code of the web page. This 
increase can be observed by comparing the text samples of identical size from the same 
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section of H0 before and after the application of D0, as illustrated in Figure 4-7 and Figure 
4-8. 
 

 
Figure 4-7: Sample of H0 Before Application of D1 

 
Figure 4-8: Sample of H0 After Application of D1 

The number of tabs for each page was increased by creating two extra tabs under headings 
which already existed as pages on the website, social media images made more prominent 
and the name of new newspaper and its logo were changed to ‘Helvetica – Bold’.  The 
difference between both of these features may be seen by comparing the samples of H0 in 
Figure 4-8 and Figure 4-9. 
 

 
Figure 4-9: H0 Heading before Application of D1 

 
Figure 4-10: H0 Heading after Application of D1 

The font size and style were both edited by modifying source code on the original news 
website homepage. Additional feature editing was conducted using Adobe Photoshop, 
further details of the tools used to create the content for this experiment is detailed in 
Section 5.1.4. The homepages presented in Figure 4-11 and Figure 4-12. Full-size images 
for H0, H1, H2 and H3 after the application of distortion level one can be seen in Figure 
11-10, Figure 11-11, Figure 11-12 and Figure 11-13 in Appendix 11.5.2. 
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Figure 4-11: Full Image of H0 before Application of D1 

 
Figure 4-12:  Full Image of H0 after Application of D1 

 

 Creating Distortion Level Two (D2) 
The font of both headlines and text was changed ‘Arial, Helvetica, sans-serif’ in by 
modifying the font-family in the source websites source code. The size of headline and text 
were both increased by a further 2-3%. Social media and share buttons sampled from the 
Daily Mail and The Sun were implemented below the larger article blocks. These changes 
can be seen in detail by comparing the samples of text presented in Figure 4-13 and Figure 
4-14.  
 

 
Figure 4-13: Sample of H0 Before Application of D2 

 
Figure 4-14: Sample of H0 after Application of D2 

Image quality was further degraded by zooming and then cropping and re-expanding to the 
images original size for each image on the homepage. The changes in image can be seen by 
comparing the photograph of Paul Manaford in the samples of H0 in Figure 4-13 and Figure 
4-14. Red banners were added to the top of the page using the hex code #EA1601, sampled 
from the red logo on The Sun. Lastly, all-black colouring was changed to red using the same 
hex code. Figure 4-15 and Figure 4-16 illustrate the changes made to H0. Full-size images 
for H0, H1, H2 and H3 after the application of distortion level two can be seen in Figure 
11-14, Figure 11-15, Figure 11-16, and Figure 11-17 in Appendix 11.5.3.  
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Figure 4-15: Full Image of H0 before Application of D2 

 
Figure 4-16: Full Image of H0 after Application of D2 

 Creating Distortion Level Three (D3) 
The final level of homepage distortion, saw the highest level of tabloidization applied. 
Original images in all four homepages were removed and replaced with images from taken 
from the Daily Mail. These images were selected by using the same images for each of the 
stories about the same topic and example of these images may be seen by comparing the 
images in Figure 4-17 and Figure 4-18 .   
 

 
Figure 4-17: Sample of H0 Before Application of D3 

 
Figure 4-18: Sample of H0 After Application of D3 

The ‘exclusive’ and ‘latest’ banners were sampled from the Sun and the Express and added 
to the images and stories on each homepage. Headline and article content were expanded 
using the original content from the referenced articles from each websites source. Tabloid 
images were initially added to match the previous size, they were then increased by 10%. 
The headlines of each article were coloured red to match the banners and other red 
elements.  
 
The final visual features between D2 and D3 for H0 can be seen by comparing the images 
presented in Figure 4-19 and Figure 4-20. Full-size images for H0, H1, H2 and H3 after the 
application of distortion level two can be seen in Figure 11-18, Figure 11-19, Figure 11-20, 
and Figure 11-21 in Appendix 11.5.4 
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Figure 4-19: Full Image of H0 before Application of D3 

 
Figure 4-20: Full Image of H0 before Application of D3 

 

4.2.6 Creating the Initial Impression 
As described in Section 3.4 an initial impression can be formed in as little as 50ms, and 
initial impressions of credibility have been previously formed in 3.42s. Based on this 
research image of the homepage presented to participants was initially set to display for 
3400ms. However, after the first round of testing the experiment paths, it became clear 
that 3400ms was too long to hold the image on the page as it was possible to read samples 
of article content.   

To establish the ideal length of time a small test was conducted with a range of peers across 
the Trinity Computer Science and Engineering Departments. Each participant was asked to 
complete an experiment path three times. For each path the length of time that the image 
was displayed was changed between 500ms, 1500ms and 3000ms. The participant was not 
asked to do or say anything in addition to answering the questions about each homepage 
as they would if they were taking part in the full experiment. However, any comments 
about the amount of time the image was displayed on screen for were recorded and at the 
end of the three paths each participant was asked to comment on these timings. 

The results of these tests found that 500ms was too short to properly see the image and 
3000ms gave the participant too much time to start reading the content of the homepage. 
1500ms was set as the display time for each image. This was increased to two and half 
seconds following feedback during the first iteration of data collection from 50 participants, 
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where a number of people reported that were not able to view the image at all due to slow 
loading times.  The information consent sheets were updated to reflect these changes.  

4.3 Experiment Paths 
This experiment is constructed using a 4 x 4 design, which results in four separate 
experiment paths. This design ensures that each participant experiences each of the four 
homepages.  Additionally, each one of these homepages has a different level of distortion 
applied.  
 
Each participant only experiences one of the four experiment paths. The path the 
participant experiences is assigned randomly during the first stage of the experiment. 
Additionally, within the path the order in which participants see the homepage/distortion 
combination is randomised. This randomisation of homepage/distortion combinations is 
designed to reduce the effects of fatigue occurring on specific combinations.  
 
Although it’s not part of the 4 x 4 experiment design a tabloid homepage is added to the 
randomised series of homepages the participant experiences. The addition of this tabloid 
homepage is included mealy to establish a baseline of credibility for a tabloid newspaper 
and is added into the randomised series of homepages to prevent bias occurring on it if the 
participant is aware that its separate from the homepage/distortion combinations.  
 

 
 

Figure 4-21: The Four Possible Experiment Paths 
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4.4 Measuring Credibility  
As outlined above each participant is asked to answer four questions about the image 
presented on screen for one and a half seconds. They are asked to answer these questions 
using a visual analogue scale which presents a scale from 0 to 100. These four were 
designed to contribute to a total measure of credibility. 
 
Credibility for this research is measured using four measures; trust, professionalism, 
believability and expertise. Because the image is presented to participants for such a short 
period of time it was decided that they would be asked to evaluate each of these measures 
by answering four questions rather than simply rating the homepage on each scale.  
 
These measures were chosen based on the measures used in similar studies.  
 
Although many previous studies in this area have used Likert scales as the main method of 
measuring credibility participants are asked to make a judgement based on an 
approximation which falls within a set grouping of scores.  While this is beneficial for 
simplified statistical analysis especially when that analysis is done manually, the application 
of a continuous scale allows for more detailed and potentially accurate responses.  
 

4.5 Participants  
Participants for this study were sourced using Prolific Academic, a crowdsourcing website 
which allows for easy filtering of participants.  
 
Participation for this experiment was limited to current US residents whose first language 
is English. Although the four news websites chosen are not solely based in the US or not 
based in the US at all, the use of US residents is to ensure that while there may be a variance 
in the credibility judgments for more recognisable sites such as the New York Times it would 
be common across all participants rather than increasing that potential variability by using 
more than one place of residence for example including the UK.  
 
Even with branding removed from all  the homepages, it is likely that participants will 
recognise a number of the homepages, so a question was included to find out which 
websites people recognised.  
 
The G* statistical test was used to calculate the required number of participants. An effect 
size of 0.4 or below is generally assumed to be acceptable. This was done in order to make 
sure that the results would be meaningful. 
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4.6 Stages of the Main Experiment 
The experiment was designed to gather additional qualitative data from participants as well 
as their credibility judgements. This was done to contextualise the results of the 
experiment during the data analysis phase of the research.   
 
The main experiment was developed using four key stages:   

1. Introduction and demographic data collection 
2. Homepage credibility evaluations 
3. Homepage credibility revaluation  
4. Reflective Questions. 

Each of these stages is explained in detail below.  
 

4.6.1 Stage 1: Introduction and Demographic Data Collection  
Upon entering the experiment participants are presented with encounter participant 
information and participant consent pages. These pages provide the participant with the 
relevant information about the experiment, the research behind it and what to expect from 
the experiment. Images of these pages as presented to participants can be seen in 
Appendix 11.6.1. 
 
Following these pages, the participant is directed through two instruction tasks. These tasks 
provide participants with the chance to experience the timed element of the experiment 
without having their ratings impact the final results.  At the beginning of each instruction, 
the 
participant is informed that the image of each homepage will appear for one and a half 
seconds before being removed. Images of these pop-up instruction boxes for both 
instruction task pages can be seen in Section 11.6.2.  Once the image is removed the 
participant is asked to evaluate their initial impression of the homepage by answering the 
following four questions using a sliding scale from 0 to 100:   

1. How trustworthy do you think the information on the news website would be? 
2. How professional do you think this news website would be? 
3. How believable do you think the information on this news website would be? 
4. How experienced do you think the information on this news website would be? 

 
Figure 4-22 illustrates this set of questions and sliders as presented to the participant for 
every instruction task and homepage.  
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Figure 4-22: Set of Questions and Sliders for Each Homepage 

The two information tasks contain images of two separate news homepages, one of the 
Irish Times and one of The Express.The Irish Times was chosen as an instruction task as an 
example of quality press. It is also a source which the participants are more unlikely to be 
familiar with than a US or UK based site. The Express was chosen as a tabloid because it 
had not been used in any of the pre-tests or as a source for any of the feature distortions. 
The baseline level of distortion was applied to both homepages used in the instruction 
tasks. Small scale examples of these homepages are shown in Figure 4-23 and Figure 4-24, 
full-size images can be seen in Section 11.6.2. 
 
After completing the two instruction tasks participants are asked to provide basic profile 
information which includes the following information:  

• Date of birth 
• Gender 
• Education Level 
• Income level  
• News media access habits 
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Figure 4-23: Instruction Task One Image - The Irish Times 

 
Figure 4-24: Instruction Task One Two - The Express 

4.6.2 Stage 2: Credibility Rating Experiment  
In this stage, each participant is randomly assigned one of four possible paths as described 
in Section 4.3 . Each path consists of four separate homepages with one level of distortion 
applied to each and a fifth homepage depicting a tabloid homepage. The introduction of 
the tabloid homepage is designed to establish credibility measure for a standard tabloid 
news homepage. This additional page is common across all paths and has undergone 
minimal editing. The tabloid homepage can be seen in Section 11.6.3. 
 
The random assignment of a path occurs after the participant has completed the 
information sheet and consent form and before the two information tasks.  
 

 Spike Question 
Before participants are presented with the news homepage image in the path, they are 
provided with a spike question.  This question is designed to identify anyone who is not 
paying attention and thus their answers are discarded. The question simply asks the 
participant if the main content of the article is about dogs or cats and asks them to slide 
the slider to either dogs or cats. Figure 4-25 illustrates the spike question as presented to 
participants. The answers from any participants who answer ‘cats’ are discarded. 
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Figure 4-25: Spike Question 

 Credibility Homepages  
Each participant is randomly assigned one of the four possible paths as described in Section 
4.3. Participants are required to rate the credibility of that homepage using the following 
four measures:  

1. Trust  
2. Fairness 
3. Believability  
4. Expertise 
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4.6.3 Stage 3: Credibility Re-Evaluation  
This phase consists of two steps, in the first step participants are asked to select the 
homepage they believe to be the most credible out of the four websites and distortions. In 
the second stage, they’re asked to select the least credible homepage. The tabloid 
homepages are not included in this section as they are not part of the experiment but are 
included to be a baseline. Figure 4-26 depicts the first credibility re-evaluation page, where 
all four websites are displayed at once. Each of the four images are clickable and the 
percipient is asked to select which page they think is the most (and least) credible.  
 

 
Figure 4-26: Most Credible Website Selection Page 
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4.6.4 Stage 4: Reflective Questions and Submission  
In the final stage of the experiment participants are asked to answer the following reflective 
questions to further contextualise the results of their credibility ratings: 

1. Did you recognize any of the below News websites used in this experiment? Select 
each that you recognized. 

2. Do you consider any of these News websites used in this experiment to be especially 
uncredible? Select each that you consider uncredible. 

3. Which of these types of newspapers do you buy most regularly? 
 
Participants were lastly given the option to provide textual feedback based on the following 
two questions: 

1. This study was designed to gather information about initial impressions of 
credibility. Can you name any other features or characteristics of a news website 
that might initially affect your opinion of its credibility? 

2. Would you like to provide any feedback? 
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5 Experimental Apparatus  
A Virtual Machine (VM) hosted on a server by the School of Computer Science and Statistics 
(SCSS) hosted the full experiment. The framework used for the experiment was developed 
using a one previously built by Brendan Spillane8 for similar research and was modified to 
suit the needs of this experiment.  
 
This section outlines the tools and processes employed to modify and build upon the 
existing framework, which results in the final experiment presented to participants, as 
described in Section 4.2. 
 

5.1 Experiment Development Tools  
The following tools were used to create the homepage content for the experiment and to 
expand and develop the existing framework to suit the needs of this experiment.  
 

5.1.1 Framework Development 
The following tools were used to modify Brendan Spillane’s current experiment framework.  
 

5.1.2 Front End Development 
All pages presented to participants were built using HTML with embedded JavaScript. HTML 
structured all text elements on each page and loaded each image presented to the user 
from a static folder stored on the SCSS server. 
 
Javascript functions were embedded in the HTML code to implement the required timed 
elements. The jQuery9 User Interface library was used to implement the popup boxes 
presented to the users as described in Section 5.5 and implement any required interactive 
functions for participants.  
 
The Bootstrap 310 package controlled the CSS styling. Additional styling modifications were 
made by hand in the relevant CSS files.  
 

5.1.3 Back End Development 
The Django11 Python Web framework was used to develop the underlying framework of 
the experiment. The Django python wrapper was used in conjunction with MySQL to build 
the database to store all the results from the participants. The database was stored on the 
same SCSS VM hosting the experiment.  

 
8 https://www.scss.tcd.ie/~spillab/Credibility_Measures/ 
9 https://www.phpmyadmin.net/ 
10 https://getbootstrap.com/ 
11 https://www.djangoproject.com/ 
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PhpMyAdmin12 was used to handle the administration of the MySQL database and allowed 
for the easy inspection of result details required throughout the data collection period.   
 

5.1.4 Homepage and Distortion Creation 
The four news website homepages as described in Section 4.2.2 were collected by using 
the taking screenshots of each homepage at the natural page break using the Nimbus 
Capture13 tool for Google Chrome. 
 
Adobe Photoshop14 was the primary editing software used to create each distortion. Where 
the font, colour or size of large volumes of text was required the source code was changed 
using the Inspect feature on the Google Chrome Web Browser15.  
 

5.2 Prolific Academic 
Participants for this experiment were sourced through the crowdsourcing marketplace 
Prolific Academic [57]. Participation was limited to US residents whose first language was 
English. All participants were at least 18 years of age. Prolific Academic provides options to 
filter participant based on demographic requirements.  
 
Participants taking part in the experiment were directed to experiment information page 
hosted by Prolific Academic.  
 
The full experiment was deployed in nine iterations from 1/06/2019 to 18/07/2019. 
Participants were compensated with the equivalent of £0.85 for their participation in the 
experiment. This compensation was calculated based on the estimation that each survey 
would take approximately 10 minutes and satisfies the Prolific Academic Requirement of 
at least £5 for an hour of participation in surveys. 
 

5.3 Begin Survey  
Before participants are directed to the first page of the experiment hosted on the Apache 
VM they are required to complete consent and information forms provided by Prolific 
Academic.  
 
These information forms contain detailed information about the experiment and what the 
potential uses of the research. Additionally, this page offers the participant the option to 
enter the experiment or to return to Prolific Academic.  

 
12 https://www.phpmyadmin.net/ 
13 https://nimbusweb.me/screenshot.php 
14 https://www.photoshop.com/ 
15 https://www.google.com/chrome/ 
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5.4 Participant Information  
Upon choosing to enter the experiment, participants are directed to a Participant 
Information Page unique to the experiment which provides more detailed information 
about the research. Following the information, page participants are presented with a 
Participant Consent Page. Participants are required to provide consent to the recording of 
information and responses to be used for the purpose of data analysis. They are further 
informed that all responses are anonymised and they exit the experiment prior to 
completion they’re results are removed.  
 
At this stage, the participant is randomly assigned to one of the four experiment paths as 
outlined in Section 4.3. For data analysis purposes, there must be an equal number of 
results for each path, to enforce this a maximum counter was set for each survey path. On 
completion of the path the path count is increased and recorded in the MySQL database. 
Once the specific path has reached the max count assigned to the path is closed and the 
net participant is assigned one of the remaining open paths.  
 

5.5 Instruction Tasks  
Participants first encounter two instruction task pages, as described in Section 4.6.2 before 
entering the main experiment. These pages provide participants with the opportunity to 
experience how long the images are presented for and how the sliders work.   
 
Information about how to answer the four questions and how long the image would last 
on the screen was presented in the form of a pop-up box. For the two information tasks, 
the timing of the image before it was removed did not start until the participant closed the 
instruction box. These pop-ups do not appear in the actual experiment rating pages.   
 
Additionally, the pop-up box for the second information task informed the participants that 
two additional pages would appear after all five homepages where they would be asked to 
select the most and least credible homepages.  
 

5.6 Participant Profile Survey  
Participants were initially asked a short series of profile questions. The questions were the 
same for each participant and asked for the following information: 

• Unique Prolific Academic ID 
• Date of Birth 
• Gender 
• Education Level  
• Income Level for 2019 
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• News Media Consumption Habits 
 
Participants were given four options for gender;  

1. Male 
2. Female 
3. Prefer not to say  
4. Other 

 
ID and birthdate were asked using textboxes and dropdown options; respectively. Gender 
asked using a dropdown select button, and all other questions were asked used either 
checkbox or multiple select boxes.  
 
Responses for age and gender were recorded text fields in the database. All other 
responses were recorded as an integer value between 0 and the total number of options. 
The breakdown of this coding may be seen in Appendix 11.4.  
 

5.7 Spike Question 
The spike question was the final page where the recorded results were not used for data 
analysis. This question was employed as a method to ensure that participants were paying 
attention and not just clicking through the survey. As illustrated in Figure 4-25 the image 
provided was an image of an online newspaper but consisted of a story about a dog.  
 
Participants were presented with a single slider (in the same form as the questions for the 
homepages) instructed to slide it to the left or right depending on which animal they saw 
in the article. The result of this question is used to determine if the participant's results 
should be emitted or included in the data analysis. It also allows for the rejection or 
acceptation of their results on Prolific Academic.  
 

5.8 Credibility Evaluations 
Following the spike, question participants entered the credibility evaluation stages. This 
stage is the first where participant’s ratings are used for experimental analysis.   
 
For each news website homepage, participants are asked to answer four questions about 
their initial impression of the homepage they have just seen. Questions answered on a scale 
from 0 to 100 as depicted in Figure 4-22 and participants are instructed to move the slider 
to reflect their opinion.  
 
The four possible sliders are always present and active on the experiment page; however, 
on the removal of the image, they move up to the top of the screen to replace the image.  
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5.9 Credibility Re-Evaluation 
Following evaluation of all five homepages, participants enter the re-evaluation phase. 
Participants are presented with a pop-up information box asking them to select which 
homepage they deem to be the most and least credible (on separate pages). Only the 
homepages with applied distortions are presented as options. The tabloid page is omitted 
because it was merely in the evaluation path to establish a baseline of tabloid credibility, 
and its selection is not included in the final data analysis.  
 
These images were formatted on the page using manual CSS configurations, and the images 
were converted in to select buttons using functions supported by JQuery as previously 
explained in in Section 5.1.1. 
 

5.10  Reflective Questions 
Participants are asked the following reflective questions: 

1. Did you recognize any of the below News websites used in this experiment? Select 
each that you recognized. 

2. Do you consider any of these News websites used in this experiment to be especially 
uncredible? Select each that you consider uncredible. 

3. Where are you most likely to consume news media? 
4. Which of these types of newspapers do you buy most regularly? 

 
Questions one and two were presented in the form of multiple selection boxes, and 
questions three and four were asked using a single checkbox.  
 
Participants were lastly given the option to provide textual feedback based on the following 
two questions: 

1. This study was designed to gather information about initial impressions of 
credibility. Can you name any other features or characteristics of a news website 
that might initially affect your opinion of its credibility? 

2. Would you like to provide any feedback? 
 

5.11  Submission and Debrief Pages 
Participants were presented with a final option to exit the survey and thus not have their 
results recorded or to submit their experiment. If participants chose to quit they directed 
back returned to Prolific Academic. Otherwise, they were directed to a participant debrief 
page where they were provided with information about how to contact the researchers if 
they had any questions about the experiment, their data or if they would like to provide 
any additional information Additionally, participants were thanked for their participation 
and cooperation.  
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Upon submission of responses, results were sent to the MySQL database hosted by same 
the Apache VM as the experiment and participants were directed back to the Prolific 
Academic Website where they received a completion code which was required for 
payment.   
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6 Data Collection, Processing, and Analysis 
Statistical analysis of the data collected from this experiment was conducted using IBM’s 
SPSS16 and Microsoft Excel17.  
 
While the experiment was set up for ANOVA analysis, its suitability was confirmed by 
satisfying the five data assumptions required by ANOVA.  
 

6.1 Data Collection  
The experiment was advertised on the Prolific Academic crowdsourcing marketplace from 
1/06/2019 to 18/07/2019. To ensure that the data collected was not all collected from 
participants within one age bracket, the experiment was deployed nine times over the six 
weeks with different age parameters. This even distribution of age categories was essential 
to prevent the skewing of results if all recorded responses were from one or two age 
groups.   
 
The results presented in Section 11.8.1, Figure 11-30 in the Appendix show that there was 
a roughly equal distribution of age by experiment path.   
 

6.2 Participant Profile 
In phase one of the experiment, basic demographic information was collected from each 
participant. The demographic breakdown by each category can be seen in Section 11.8.1 
and the full set of demographic results may be seen in Appendix 11.8.1 
 

6.2.1 Participant Demographics  
A total of 256 individuals submissions were included in the final data set, of whom 50% 
were male, 48% were female, 1% reported their gender as other and 0.35 specified that 
they would rather not say.   
 
The participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 72, with a mean of 37.8 years of age and a median 
of 38 years of age. There was an approximately even spread between the ages of 18 to 50, 
with a slightly lower number of participants (20%) over the age of 50.  
 
A large number of participants who took part are well educated, where over 60% 
completed a four-year college degree or higher.  
 

 
16 https://www.ibm.com/analytics/spss-statistics-software 
17 https://products.office.com/en-ie/excel?rtc=1 
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Over 90% of participants report regularly getting their news from the Internet and 54.5% 
report using the Internet as a common source of news. Only 0.35% of participants reported 
consuming news media from none of the presented options.  
 

6.3 Data Processing Steps 
To ensure that all results used throughout the analysis process were meaningful, the 
following steps were carried out in Microsoft Excel and by visual inspection.  

1. All results with a spike test value less than 50 (indicating they were not paying 
attention) were removed as explained in Section 4.6.2.1.  

2. Any responses which yielded NULL values in any evaluation tasks were removed 
from the data set because NULL results would distort the final measure of 
credibility.  

3. Once steps 1 and 2 were carried out, the valid responses were clustered by path in 
the order in which they were recorded.  

4. To ensure there were an equal number of responses in each path, for statistical 
analysis purposes, any responses past 65 were removed.  
 

6.4 Final Participant Response Dataset 
Section, 6.3 outlines the steps taken to remove all invalid responses. Following these steps, 
the number of completed and valid responses was 290. Although this is less than the 
previously calculated desired number of responses, the experiment was not deployed again 
to increase the number of valid responses due to time constraints.  
 
Initially, the total number of participants was calculated using a priori testing in G*Power 
to achieve an effect size of 0.25 with an error rate of 0.05%. However, from the 290 valid 
responses, path three had only 65 responses, which was the lowest across all four paths.  
 
A post hoc G*power test was then carried out to calculate the effect size from using 260 
responses18. This revealed the ability to detect an effect size of 0.258 with an error rate of 
0.05%. Thus, it was concluded that 260 responses would be sufficient. 
 

6.5 Statistical Analysis  
This section outlines the statistical methods used to collect meaningful results from the 
experimental data set.  

 
18 This number was calculated by multiplying the number of responses in path three (65) by the number of 
paths (4). This was done because the amount of responses in each path must be equal for a Two-Way 
Repeated Measures ANOVA. 
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6.5.1 ANOVA  
The results of a Two-Way Repeated Measures ANOVA test will be used to accept or reject 
the null hypothesis. Five assumptions must be met in order to carry out a Two-Way 
Repeated Measures ANOVA. While this experiment was designed with under the intention 
of using this type of analysis, each of the five assumptions were verified before proceeding 
with the test. Each of these assumptions is described below. 
 

6.5.2 Assumption One: One Dependant Variable 
A two-way repeated-measures ANOVA test requires a single dependent variable and two 
independent variables with multiple levels. The dependent variable, in this experiment, 
was the mean credibility score calculated for each homepage. As outlined in Section 4.6.10 
the perceived credibility of each homepage was measured using four dimensions; trust, 
believability, fairness and expertise. The final measure of credibility is the mean of all four 
measures. This mirrors how previous studies formed the final measure of credibility from 
multiple measures [3].  
 

6.5.3 Assumption Two: Two Individual Variable Containing One or More 
Categorical Levels  

The two independent variables or within-subject factors, which consist of two or more 
categorical levels, are the website homepages and the distortions. In each case, there are 
four websites and four levels of distortion. 
 

6.5.4 Assumption Three: No Significant Outliers  
Prior to carrying out the Two-Way Repeated Measures ANOVA test, the data was tested 
for outliers to ensure that it was normally distributed. Outliers are values in the dataset 
where there is a significantly large variance between the dependant variable and the 
expected mean of all dependant variables in the dataset. These were tested for by 
inspecting studentized residuals which were calculated using SPSS. Any residual values 
greater than 3 or less than -3 (which represent 3 standard deviations) are classified as 
outliers. No outliers were found. 
 

6.5.5 Assumption Four: Normal Distribution of Dependant Variable  
To test for normality Normal Q-Q plots were generated for each series of Website and 
Distortion data. Instead of using tests such as the Shapiro-Wilk test, which may highlight 
even minor deviations, the graphs were visually inspected to test for normality. Although 
the values in each graph did not follow an entirely linear line, they were distributed linearly 
with only minor deviations. As the sample size was so large and because ANOVA testing is 
generally robust enough to deal with small numbers of deviations, the data was assumed 
to satisfy a normal distribution. The full set of Normal Q-Q plots may be seen in Appendix 
11.8.2.   
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6.5.6 Assumption Five: Variance of the Differences between Levels Must be Equal 
Mauchly's test of sphericity indicated that the assumption of sphericity had been violated 
for the two-way interaction, χ2(2) = 214.086 p < 0.001.  Consequently the Greenhouse-
Geisser correction for epsilon was reported instead as the epsilon (ε) is < 0.75. 
 

6.6 Credibility Re-Evaluation Stage Analysis  
Following the second stage of the experiment, participants are directed to a credibility re-
evaluation stage.  In this stage, participants are first asked to select which of the four 
homepages (H0 – H3) they perceive to be the most credible and then asked to select which 
homepage they believe to be the least credible.  An example of this selection page can be 
seen in Figure 4-26, the same page is presented for the least credible selection.   
 
This data was gathered to verify the measures of credibility for each of the homepages 
presented in the credibility evaluation stage. Results were analysed by graphing the of the 
frequency each level of distortion was chosen based on which homepage/distortion 
combination was selected to be the most and least credible, as seen in Figure 6-1. 
 

 
Figure 6-1: Breakdown of the % Distortions Chosen as applied to the Selected Most and Least Credible Homepages 

This step was further analysed by comparing the results of the highest and lowest scores 
for homepage/distortion combinations based on the four measures described in Section 
4.4. The graphs illustrated in Figure 6-2 and Figure 6-3 illustrate these comparisons for the 
most and least credible homepages.  
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Figure 6-2: Comparison between the Level of Distortions Corresponding to the Highest Rated Homepage and Homepage 

Selected as Most Credible 

 

 
Figure 6-3:Comparison between the Level of Distortions Corresponding to the Lowest Rated Homepage and Homepage 

Selected as Least Credible 

 
The results of this analysis were also used to investigate the effect of forcing participants 
to make credibility judgements based an initial impression of the homepages after 2.5 
seconds the percentage of participant’s credibility re-evaluation judgements which 
matched the homepage they rated using the four measures of credibility.  
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7 Results 
This chapter details the results of the experiment and the Two-Way Repeated Measures 
ANOVA   
 

7.1 Plotting the Data 
The graph in Figure 7-2 illustrates the detrition in the mean credibility scores for each 
homepage as the cumulative impact of the distortions increases.  Before any statistical 
analysis is conducted its already clear that there is a significant decrease in the level of 
credibility due to the effects of tabloidization.  
 

 
Figure 7-1: Graph of the Perceived Credibility Ratings for Each Homepage with Cumulative Levels of Distortion 

 

7.2 Two-Way Repeated Measures ANOVA – Results 
In an initial visual inspection of the plot in Figure 7-1 of the mean credibility scores for each 
homepage and distortion level demonstrates an overall decrease in the perceived 
credibility as the level of tabloidization increases. Furthermore, the four homepage trends 
are not parallel, which suggests a statistically significant interaction effect may be present 
between the homepage and distortion combinations.  
 
A statistically significant two-way interaction was not found between distortion and 
website, F(5.005,  310.322) = 1.175, p > 0.05.  Although simple main effects of distortions 
would not usually be explored after finding no significant interaction effect for the two-way 
ANOVA, the primary focus of this experiment is to compare each of the 
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homepage/distortion combinations (D0 to D3) for each website,. The mapping of these 
combinations can be seen Table 7-1. In SPSS, simple main effects are undertaken by 
preforming multiple one-way repeated measures ANOVAs. Although the alternative option 
is to perform multiple paired samples t-test, the option to apply the Bonferroni correction 
is preferred and thus the one way repeated measure ANOVAs were used to increase the 
validity of the results. 
 
The difference between the trials at each level of distortion was determined by undertaking 
“Simple Main Effects for Distortions”. 
 
After conducting the statistical tests for “Simple Main Effects for Website Homepages”, 
no statistically significant mean differences were found between the homepages for each 
level of distortion. The results of these tests can be seen in the form of the SPSS outputs in 
Appendix  
 

7.2.1 Simple Main Effect for Distortions  
Simple main effect of distortions were used to investigate the mean difference in credibility 
between each pair of distortion levels to look for a statistical significance. A map of each 
pair of comparisons may be seen in Table 7-1. The same set of tests and comparisons was 
undertaken for each of the four Homepages.  
 

Table 7-1: Compassions between All Distortion Levels for Single Homepage 

D0 to D1 D1 to D2 D2 to D3 

D0 to D2 D1 to D3  

D0 to D3   

 

 H0 – The New York Times  
Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity was met p = 0.572 with χ2 (5)= 3.845, since p > 0.05 there is 
no need to adjust for sphericity. The simple main effects of distortion for H0 is statistically 
significant, F(3, 186) = 6.429 p <0.001. The mean differences between two of the six 
pairwise comparisons were found to be statistically significant; these comparisons are 
highlighted in green in Table 7-2. 
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Table 7-2: Table of Simple Effects Results for all W0 Distortion Comparisons 

Distortion Levels Mean Difference 
Between Levels 

Statistical 
Significance 

95% Confidence Interval 
(mean lies between) 

D0 to D1 ±2.397 p = 1.000 -11.422 & 6.628 
D0 to D2  ±5.937 p = 0.625 -3.874 & 15.747 
D0 to D3  ±12.433 p = 0.010 2.137 & 22.728 
D1 to D2 ±8.333 p = 0.116 -1.125 & 17.792 
D1 to D3 ±14.829 p = 0.002 -25.247 & -4.412 
D2 to D3 ±6.496 p = 0.731 -17.785 & 4.793 

 
 

• The mean difference of 12.433, between D0 and D3 from 2.137 to 22.728 was found 
to be statistically significant, p = 0.010. Hence subjects who see Homepage 0 (New 
York Times) with D0 (no distortion) rate the homepage credibility higher by 12.4 
points than subjects who see Homepage 0 with Distortion 3. 
 

• The mean difference of 14.829 between D1 and D3 from -25.247 to -4.412 was 
found to be statistically significant p=0.002. Hence subjects who see Homepage 0 
with Distortion 1 rate the homepage credibility higher by 14.8 points than subjects 
who see Homepage 0 with Distortion 3. 
 

• No statistically significant difference in mean credibility was found between D0 to 
D1, D0 to D2, D1 to D2, and D2 to D3, for H0.  

 

 H1 - Reuters 
Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity was met because the test result is statistically significant, p = 
0.042 with χ2 (5) = 11.504. Thus, the Greenhouse-Geisser adjustment for Sphericity was 
reported as it adjusts the degrees of freedom of the F statistic to allow more leniency as 
we found the variances of between different levels of distortion to be different.  
 

Table 7-3: Table of Simple Effects Results for all H1 Distortion Comparisons 

Distortion Levels 
Mean Difference 
Between Levels 

Statistical 
Significance 

95% Confidence Interval 
(mean lies between) 

D0 to D1 ±2.473 p = 1.00 -10.775 & 5.830 
D0 to D2 ±1.008 p = 1.00 -10.497 & 8.482 
D0 to D3 ±7.582 p = 0.443 -3.780 & 18.944 
D1 to D2 ±1.465 p = 1.00 -7.280 & 10.210 
D1 to D3 ±10.055 p = 0.085 -0.795 & 20.904 
D2 to D3 ±8.590 p = 0.088 -0.738 & 17.918 
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The simple main effect of distortion for H1 is statistically significant F(2.643, 464.413) = 
3.150, p =0.032. No pairwise differences were found to be statistically significant for H1. 
 

 H2 – The Guardian 
Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity is met p =0.653 with χ2 (5)=3.303, since p > 0.05 there is no 
need to adjust further tests for sphericity. The simple main effects of distortion for H2 is 
statistically significant, F(3, 189) =4.356, p=0.005. 
 

Table 7-4: Table of Simple Effects Results for all H2 Distortion Comparisons 

Distortion Levels 
Mean Difference 
Between Levels 

Statistical 
Significance 

95% Confidence Interval 
(mean lies between) 

D0 & D1 ± 7.602 p = 0.151 -1.424 & 16.627 
D0 & D2  ± 7.660 p = 0.231 -2.208 & 17.528 
D0 & D3  ± 12.453 p = 0.002 3.663 & 21.243 
D1 & D2 ± 0.059 p = 1.000 -10.380 & 10.497 
D1 & D3 ± 4.852 p = 0.827 -3.941 & 13.644 
D2 & D3 ± 4.793 p = 1.000 -5.178 & 14.764 

 

• The mean difference of 12.453, between D0 and D3 from 3.663 to 21.243 was found 
to be statistically significant, p = 0.002. Hence subjects who see Homepage 2 with 
D0 (no distortion) rate the homepage credibility higher by 12.4 points than subjects 
who see homepage 2 with Distortion 3. 
 

•  There was no statistically significant difference between D0 to D1, D0 to D2, D1 to 
D2, D1 to D3 and D2 to D3 for H2.  

 

 W3-VOX 
Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity is met p =0.123 with χ2 (5)=8.677, since p > 0.05 there is no 
need to adjust further tests for sphericity. The simple main effects of distortion for H3 is 
statistically significant, F(3, 189)=7.958, p < 0.001.  
 

Table 7-5: Table of Simple Effects Results for all H3 Distortion Comparisons 

Distortion Levels Mean Difference 
Between Levels 

Statistical 
Significance 

95% Confidence Interval 
(mean lies between) 

D0 & D1 ± 2.320 p = 1.000 -12.138 & 7.497 
D0 & D2  ± 0.141 p = 1.000 -8.821 & 9.102 
D0 & D3  ± 13.094 p = 0.012 2.034 & 24.154 
D1 & D2 ± 2.461 p = 1.000 -5.887 & 10.809 
D1 & D3 ± 15.414 p = 0.001 5.159 & 25.669 
D2 & D3 ± 12.953 p = .0001 4.312 & 21.594 



63 
 

 
• The mean difference of 13.094, between D0 and D3 from 2.034 to 24.154 was found 

to be statistically significant, p = 0.012. Hence subjects who see Homepage 3 with 
D0 (no distortion) rate the website’s credibility higher by 13.1 points than subjects 
who see homepage 3 with Distortion 3. 
 

• The mean difference of 15.414 between D1 and D3 from 5.159 to 25.669 was found 
to be statistically significant p=0.001. Hence subjects who see Homepage 3 with 
Distortion 1 rate the homepage credibility higher by 15.4 points than subjects who 
see homepage 3 with Distortion 3. 
 
 

• The mean difference of 12.953, between D2 and D3 from 4.312 & 21.594 was found 
to be statistically significant, p = 0.001. Hence subjects who see Homepage 3 with 
Distortion 2 rate the website’s credibility higher by 12.9 points than subjects who 
see homepage 3 with Distortion 3. 
 

• There was no statistically significant difference in mean credibility found between 
D1 and D1, D0 and D2, or D1 and D2, for VOX. 

 

7.2.2 Credibility Re-Evaluation Stage – Results 
• As expected homepages with D0 (no distortion) and D1 (lowest level of tabloid 

distortion) applied were chosen to be most credible by  44% and 35%  of 
participants, respectively.  
 

• Homepages with D3 (highest level of tabloidization) applied were chosen as least 
credible 57% of the time.  

 

7.3 Tabloid Baseline Measure of Credibility 
Like Figure 7-1, the graph in Figure 7-2 illustrates the detrition in the mean credibility scores 
for each homepage as the cumulative impact of the distortions increases. It also depicts 
the tabloid baseline level of credibility. As explained in Section 4.3 each participant in the 
experiment, regardless of the path they were assigned to, were also shown the same 
tabloid homepage after they rated the credibility of the four distorted homepages they 
seen on the path they were assigned to.  
 
The light blue line at the bottom of the graph represents the mean credibility score for the 
tabloid as it was rated by the participants on each path. This shows that participants 
consistently rated it as the least credible. It also shows strong consistency in the scores with 
participants of each path rating the tabloid between32 and 42.   
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The graph also clearly shows an obvious trend. It is very likely that with additional 
cumulative levels of distortion, the first impressions of the credibility of each of the four 
homepages used in this experiment would have dropped to the level of the tabloid.  
 

 
 

Figure 7-2: Graph of Credibility Trend for Each Homepage vs Distortion level Tabloid Credibility Baseline 
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8 Findings 
Findings, as outlined below, are informed by the results presented in Section 7 Before 
conducting any statistical analysis, the mean credibility scores were plotted on a graph, 
seeFigure 7-1. To get an overview of the results. An initial inspection of this graph suggested 
that underlying supposition behind this research, that the increased tabloidization of news 
website homepages would result in a lower rating of perceived credibility, was correct.  
 
There was a statistically significant reduction in credibility between D0 and D3, for all four 
homepages. This demonstrates that the introduction and cumulative application of tabloid-
style features and characteristics to a news website homepage result in a substantial and 
significant reduction in the perceived credibility of that homepage.   
 
Six of the twenty-four pairwise comparisons were found to result in a statistically significant 
difference between two adjacent levels of distortion. Moreover, three of these six were the 
mean differences between D0 and D3, and two were between D1 and D3. This means that 
there was only one statistically significant mean difference between two adjacent levels of 
distortion occurring between D2 and D3 for H3. This is evidence that the introduction of 
subtle tabloid-style features and characteristics, is not sufficient to significantly reduce the 
credibility of a homepage. A significant reduction in credibility is dependent on the 
introduction of all the tabloid-style features and characteristics, to the full extent.  
 
The results of the revaluation stage of the experiment to identify the least and most 
credible homepage/distortion combinations, as described in Section 4.6.3, suggest that 
only 40%-50% of the homepage/distortions combinations rated as the highest and lowest 
homepages during the credibility evaluation stage (Credibility Homepages4.6.2.2) matched 
the most and least credible homepage/distortion combination selected in the credibility 
revaluation stage However upon further inspection of the graphs in Figure 6-2 and Figure 
6-3 even when the distortions applied to the homepages chosen as the most credible 
homepage didn’t match those of the highest-rated distortion/homepage there was only a 
marginal difference between the homepage/distortion combination rated the highest and 
the one rated the second highest, which in turn were D0 and D1. A similar comparison was 
observed for the rated and selected homepage/distortion combinations for the least 
credible homepage.   
 
The baseline level of tabloid credibility as established by the introduction of the generic 
tabloid supports the theory that tabloid newspapers are often associated with low 
credibility ratings.  
 
Three of the four homepages experienced a slight increase in credibility between D0 and 
D1. However, none of these increases was found to be statistically significant. This suggests 
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that the visual differences created by changing the font, increasing the size and prominence 
of social media icons, and increasing headline and text size, invoked a slight increase in 
credibility. It is evident that this discovery should be further investigated. This is further 
supported by the results of the credibility revaluation stage, where 79% of people chose 
homepages with D0 or D1 applied as the most credible.  
 

8.1 Hypothesis Results 
The hypothesis for this research is: 
 
(H0) The introduction of tabloid-style features will not decrease the initial impression of 
the credibility of a news website homepage. 
 
(HA) The introduction of tabloid-style features will decrease the initial impression of the 
credibility of a news website homepage. 
 
The null hypothesis is rejected if there is a statistically significant effect of distortion for a 
homepage, and the alternate hypothesis is accepted.  
 

• The simple main effects of distortion for H0 (New York Times) is statistically 
significant, F(3, 186) = 6.429, p < <0.001. 

o A statistically significant difference of 2.137 was found  between D0 and D3 
from 2.137 to 22.728, p < 0.05. 

 
• The simple main effects of distortion for H1 (Reuters) is statistically significant 

F(2.643, 464.413) = 3.150, p =0.032.  
 

• The simple main effects of distortion for H2 (The Guardian) is statistically 
significant, F(3, 189) =4.356, p=0.005 

 
• The simple main effects of distortion for H3 (VOX) is statistically significant, F(3, 

189)=7.958, p < 0.001. 
 

Based on these results, and on the graph in, the null hypothesis (H0) is rejected and the 
(HA) alternate hypothesis is accepted. 
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9 Discussion and Conclusion 
This experiment was designed to answer the following research question: 
  

 “To what extent does the introduction of tabloid-style features to the 
most noticeable elements of a news website’s homepage impact users’ 

initial perception of its credibility?” 

 
The results and findings presented in Chapters 6 and 7 clearly show that the introduction 
and cumulative application of tabloid-style features to a news website’s homepage result 
in a decrease in initial impressions of perceived credibility.  
 
When designing content for the experiment, the goal was to incrementally increase the 
level of tabloidization for each homepage in three stages to satisfy the second objective 
posed in the research question. This was to investigate whether the cumulative increase in 
the amount and prominence of tabloid-style visual features and as applied to the most 
noticeable elements of the news homepage, would result in significant incremental 
reductions in the credibility of the homepage.  
 
Significant evidence was found to support the claim the introduction of tabloid-style 
features does result in a substantial reduction in the initial impressions of perceived 
credibility of the homepage. As evidenced by the decline in credibility from D0 (no 
application of tabloid-style features) to D3 ( full application of tabloid-style features)  
 

9.1.1 Effects of Tabloid Style Features  
It was previously theorised that the visual impact of a tabloid news homepage comes from 
the effect of the various different features when help to identify it as being a tabloid. This 
theory was initially supported by the sheer volume of tabloid-style features identified in 
the pre-tests. The results of the pairwise comparisons for each pair of adjacent distortions 
as applied to the four homepages further supports this theory. As stated in Section 8, there 
was only one statistically significant difference between a pair of adjacent applied levels of 
distortion, for H3 between D1 to D2, and D2 to D3. A comparison of the visual difference 
between D1 and D2 and D2 to D3 may be seen by comparing the images in Figure 9-1 with 
Figure 9-2 and Figure 9-2 with Figure 9-3. There is a clear increase in the amount of red 
colouring across these three images, this is one of the features that was repeatedly 
identified in the pre-tests, interestingly while the colour red is likely a significant 
contributing factor in the reduction in the measure of credibility only 10% of participants 
mentioned it as a factor when providing feedback.  
 



68 
 

However, this doesn’t take in to account the fact that feedback was not required. It’s likely 
that the direct colour association with tabloids may be impacted by the fact that the 
participation was limited to participants based in the US whereas the association with ‘red-
top’ tabloids is inherent to the UK press.   
 
As seen in the graph in Figure 7-1 there was a slight increase in the perceived credibility of 
three out of four of the homepages after the application of D1. This suggests that the 
increased font size and application of the font Helvetica on the name of the homepage may 
be contributing factors for increasing the credibility of news webpages. This may be due to 
the fact that although Helvetica is the most commonly used font on tabloid news 
homepages its also one of the most commonly used fonts across most other webpages. 
Further investigation may be carried out into the factors which could potential improve 
attraction to a news webpage while not reducing the credibility of the homepage.  
 

 
Figure 9-1: D1 Applied to H3 

 
Figure 9-2: D2 Applied to H3 

 
Figure 9-3: D3 Applied to H3 

 

9.1.2 News Media Consumption 
Trends in the news media consumption habits support by the arguments presented in 
Section 2.1.2, indicate that a large portion of people now consume their news media online.  
The data collected from participants regarding their news media consumption habits as 
explained in Section 6.2.1 support the claim that due to the decline in the use of print 
newspapers pressure on news agencies to increase their revenue from their online 
counterparts is increasing. Interestingly, the data from this experiment reports similar 
statistics to those provided by a report from the Pew Research Centre in 2018. 
Furthermore, Pew also reported that in 2018, 44% of Americans report their watching the 
news as their preferred method of consuming news media, while 34% prefer to read it. This 
further supports the claim that people are spending less and less time reading news content 
and are more satisfied by visual and audio content. 44% of participants in this study 
reported TV as a common way of consuming the media and 54.5% reported the use of 
Social Media. It was previously highlighted in Section 2.1.2 by Reuters that one of the main 
social media sites for news consumption is YouTube and Facebook, further implying that 
individuals are spending less time reading and analysing the source and message of online 
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news content and are more dependent on the news they can passively consume. This 
further poses a challenge to news agencies whose primary product is high quality written 
news.  
 
It was initially expected that each website would experience a small decrease the perceived 
credibility between the baseline, first and second levels of distortion and then a significant 
drop in credibility between the second and third levels of distortion. This assumption was 
based on the knowledge that the experiment was designed to cumulatively increase the 
level of distortion in three stages, meaning that the level of distortion level of visual 
distortion would be the least in stage D1. The overall large drop in initial impressions of 
perceived credibility was expected because it was theorised that the visual impact of a 
tabloid newspaper is created by the combination of multiple different features and 
characteristic. In other words, there are no single visual features or characteristics which 
make a newspaper look like a tabloid.  
 
This results of this research clearly show that by applying tabloid style features to the 
homepages of news websites homepage and by extension other parts of the news website, 
the news website will experience a significant drop in credibility. It is therefore essential 
that news agencies are aware of the different factors that could contribute to a decrease 
in credibility of their website and by extension of their agency as a whole.  
 
As outlined in Section 8.1.1 there is no single feature which causes news homepage to look 
like a tabloid, therefore there are visual features and characteristics which may be applied 
in an attempt to make the website more attractive but will not have a decrease on the 
credibility of that homepage. In fact, some features such as changing the font or increasing 
the size of the text could have a positive overall effect on the credibility of the homepage.  
 

9.2 Future Work  
Throughout this research, it has been clear that credibility judgements are dependant on a 
wide range of factors from age, gender to personal interests and political affiliation. 
Demographic data was collected with the aim of contextualising the results of this 
experiment which did provide some additional insights it highlighted the fact that this 
research could be further extended.  
 
As previously explained the colour red is heavily associated with tabloids in the UK, by 
conducting the same experiment with a UK based sample it would be possible to establish 
if the reputation of ‘red top’ tabloid  newspapers would result in a more substantial 
credibility decrease than what was recorded from the US sample.  
 
By testing for websites with statistically significant different baseline credibility scores, 
and then applying the same set of tabloid-style features in a similar incremental process  
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it may be possible to compare the rate at which the credibility is reduced for different 
websites.   
 
Finally, this research was conducted with a static image of a news website homepage. In 
order to get a deeper understanding of what effects the credibility perceptions of news, it 
would be ideal to test live websites. However, this would result in a number of issues with 
partcipenst. It would be difficult to ensure that participants remained on the news website 
in question and live news updates while the experiment is underway may affect credibility 
judgments which means it would be very difficult to establish a control website.  
 

9.3 Conclusion  
This research concludes that the impression of the credibility of a news website is 
significantly reduced after the application of tabloid style features. However, there is no 
consensus on what features cause a news website hompage to be perceived as a tabloid 
homepage; the visual and emotional effects created by tabloid news papers are as a result 
of a myriad of features. It was further found that initial impressions of credibility are 
accurate after an exposure time of between 1500ms and 2500ms. 
 
This research also provides avenues for further research as it is clear from the existsing 
body of work that there are a lot of changes happening in the world of online news media. 
Understanding the impact a positive credibility judgement can have is essential for media 
consumers, news agencies, and news web designers alike.  
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11 Appendices  

11.1 Appendix A1: Introduction News Website Homepage Example 
 

 
Figure 11-1: Example of the BBC Homepage Implementing Entertaining Sections Such As The 'Must See' Section 
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11.2  Appendix A3: Pre-Test Results  
11.2.1 Initial Observation Pre-Test Results 
 

Table 11-1: Table of Initial Observation Pre-Test Results After Three Seconds 

The Sun The Mirror  Daily Mail 

Red & Purple Pictures, Lots of people  
BBC Hosts take up most of the space. Lots of 
adds Trash, Sadness, bad font 

Lots of Selfies, Facial Injury’s 
Sad people at the top, baby and women with 
big boobs 

Same baby and boobs, Missing 
persons, Drunk Pictures  

The sun logo, Boyzone, before-after photo 
- sign-in page  

Child + boobs, sad people - tragedy, more 
pictures than words  

Repeated pictures, big and coloured 
social media stuff  

Lots of images, Boyzone, bad stories  Looked similar to the first, not interested  
Mother and baby, more text, the 
colour blue  

Lots of red, Image of sun stood out, 
Baby, black boxes really stood out, social 
media buttons  Women’s belly, baby  

Boyband, Headline text is really big.  BBC Hosts, Unwell Baby, Girl in tank top  
Young mother pregnant - unwell 
baby.  

The Sun logo stood out. There's a lot of 
young people in pictures.  Holly and Phillip, baby - sad story,  Love island, sad baby story.  

Big images, Far to many images. Had to 
look for any writing  

Better layout - Noticed holly. Slightly more 
serious stories - sad baby.  I feel disgusted, loads of make up. 

Lots of text, A lot of red  Lots of share now buttons, play symbols  Trash, Sadness 

Boyzone, red logo, words Really busy headlines. Better quality pictures People trying to be fashionable  

Group of Lads Lots of sad people, lots of cleavage.  Complete trash, bad make up  

Footballer needs help, lots of red 
Most space taken up with BBC hosts. 'Like 
Me' buttons The colour blue, same baby picture  

Sign in Page, Lots of skin. Sick baby, Holly Willoughby Sickening looking at this  

Bad fonts, lots of celebrities I don’t know  Photos take up lots of space Sick baby, sadness  

The Red and Purple really stood out.  
Noticed there were two sides to it - 
Papparazi and Sadness  Bad fonts and far too many words  

Headline text and lots of colours  Lots of boobs, Talk show hosts, sick baby  Social media buttons, blue headlines  

 

Table 11-2: Table of Initial Observation Pre-Test Results After 60 Seconds 

The Sun  The Mirror  Daily Mail  

Lots of side stories, non-political stories 
Celebrity story, personal story, Half page to 
do with hosts, Sad story about reality TV  

Missing persons - chilling WhatsApp 
messages, nurses strike.  

Main story - cleb, lots of showbiz, more 
serious were smaller.  

Love island star - Half page and 
appears again.  

Titles and pictures don’t match- "omg look 
at me pics", lots of clickbait  

More impact if I knew celebs, names 
designed to draw attention, useful /serious 
stories in the small things 

"I should be watching love island", 
not much news, same story multiple 
times,  
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Boyzone, Repeating Stories, Boring  
Pointless articles, lots of images, not a lot of 
text, very clickbait,  

No red banner, a lot more text, more 
description, badly cropped images  

First noticed "relevant showbiz", missed 
everything but the first image.  only noticed the baby and pregnant lady.  

First noticed bottom half of page, 
lack of facial symmetry  

Boyzone - final gig, British pedo - coming 
to Ireland 

Red Santander, Phillip and holly, baby and 
girl  

Women seems nude, baby and 
tubes, michell keegan - bad photo.  

Just got more content. More important 
stories down the side. Pedo in Ireland. 
Footballer sad story  

Dead baby - love island star. phillip, Side 
stories were showbiz and boring  

More detailed stories. Footballer - ex 
mafia. More showbiz stories down 
the side  

Noticed the Sun logo. Eaiser to read this 
time - could see the structure a lot better 

Dead baby. Philip - hungover to his job 
(really enjoyed this). None of the stuff is 
news worthy. Seriousness at the bottom 
really clashes.  

Tone structure is better - Opened up 
with missing person. Matched the 
story styles.  

Bad fonts, Repeating Stories  Lots of cleb stories  Long Headlines 

Headlines, Showbiz section, Sadness.  
So many images, some looked like repeats. 
Nothing Important  

Tried reading the text but there was 
too much  

Boyzone, Baby and Boobs, noticed more of 
the same stories Phillip and Holly, Dead baby, bad headlines  

Bad quality images, celebrities, blue 
colouring  

My angels story, repeated stories  Gossipy images, not a lot of text, bad fonts  
Noticed slightly more serious stories, 
still lots of nudity, cartoony font  

drugged livestream, love island dead baby, 
azela banks 

Huge amount of tragedy, no important 
stories  

Lots of tabs, huge headlines, layout 
seemed strange  

Seems to be boybands (boyzone). Noticed 
repeated articles. Looked similar to the first, not interested  

A lot of social media links, all blue. 
Images were cropped weirdly  

Better layout than the other two. Showbiz 
and Exclusive sections It just looks bad, all the stories look like trash Typical missing photo style,  

Dead footballer, all gossip stories Sick baby, lots of sadness  
Sad relativity stories, big headlines, 
sob stories 

 
 
 

11.2.2 Website Evaluation  
Entertainment Style News  Quality Press 

Vox Washington Post  

Obvious features: Headline logo doesnt stand out  

Layout is similar to NPR, NYT and other credible sources  Mixture of article styles  

Uses  colour as a trademark  Some have headline and blurb  

Has add space  Opinion only has headlines  

Reasonably decent images  “Most read” Section  

Headline length varys - uses lowercase  Stocks in the bottom right  

Bylines in links  Grey and white  

“Follow Us” buttons there but not extremely prominent Good quality photos  

Specific “VOX” logo box  Screenshot of videos and links to videos  

Links to other sources of media - podcasts ect  “In the news’ section  
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  No “follow us” or “log in” buttons 

Buzzfeed  
But upon entering the site there is a “login and 
support us wall” 

One very significant story on top but the rest are in list 
form  No add space 

Memes    

Long headlines  New York Times  

Obvious “follow us buttons” Lots of text  

No distinct colour scheme  Good quality pictures of varying sizes  

Bylines and timestamps  Mixture between national and international news  

Illustrations in addition to photos  Stocks - top right  

Bright yellow “lol, omg wtf” links Links to podcasts ect  

Mixture of political and entertainment news  Add space  

  Blurb for each article  

Vice  Time and bylines for each article link  

Cartoonish logo  Uppercase headlines  

Lots of images - One very large headline image  

Although the there are differing sizes of photographs 
there 
 main one does not stand out as much as on other 
papers.  

Questioning headlines  Logo on the head of the page isn't overly large  

Very clickbaity    

Millennial style phrasing    

“Latest” Section    

    

NPR   

Similar box style logo to VOX    

No obvious “follow us’ buttons    

Links to other sources of media - podcasts ect    

Mix of large and small pictures    

Uppercase letters on headlines    

All news stories    
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11.3 Appendix A4: Sample Homepages of Selected News Websites  
 

 
Figure 11-2: The New York Times, H0 
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Figure 11-3: Reuters, H1 
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Figure 11-4: The Guardian, H2 



81 
 

       

 
Figure 11-5: VOX, H3 
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11.4 Appendix A5: Distribution of Content for each News Website 
Homepage  

The following four tables contain the spread of colour-coded content across the four 
selected news website homepages between 12 pm, and 12 am on the 12th of March 2019. 
The each subject was colour coded as follows: 

1. Green: Ethiopian Airlines, Boeing 737 Crash 
2. Yellow: Brexit  
3. Red: Paul Manafort  
4. Light Pink: U.S Senate News  
5. Orange: Trump Delacring the State of Emergency  
6. Blue: USC Cheating Scandal 
7. Green/Gray: Muller Investigation  
8. Light Blue: Online Activists  

 

Table 11-3: Spread of Content for The New York Times (H0) Between 12 pm and 12 am on March 12th 

New York Times 

15:00 17:00 18:00 21:00 

Main Stories 

Manafort Manafort Beoing Beoing 

Beoing Beoing Manafort Beoing 

Beoing Beoing Cheat Scheme Beoing 

Cheat Scheme Cheat Scheme Manafort Manafort 

Hollywood Stars Brexit Cheat Scheme Manafort 

Brexit Captain Marvel Hollywood stars Cheat Scheme 

Cali Death Pen Warship Captain Marvel Cheat Scheme 

Warship   Hollywood 

   Brexit 

   Captan Marvel 
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Table 11-4: Spread of Content for Reuters, H1, Between 12 pm and 12 am on March 12th 

Reuters 

15:00 17:00 18:00 21:00 23:00 

Main 

Activists Activists Activists Plane Crash Plane Crash 

Plane Crash Plane Crash Plane Crash Brexit Trump Emergancy 

Pelosi Pelosi Senete Republican Manafort Brexit 

Spotify files Cheat Scheme Brexit Delay Cali Death Pen Cheat Scheme 

Venezuela Manafort Oil Iran Cheat Scheme Iran Oil 

Featured 

School collapse School collapse School collapse Online Activists Activists 

Muller  Muller  Muller  School Collapse Exon 

Brexit Crisis Deepens Brexit Crisis Deepens Brexit Crisis Deepens Venezuelans Venezuelans 

Manafort Manafort Manafort Manafort School Collapse 

U.S Solar U.S Solar U.S Solar U.S Solar Israel 

Cyber Security Cyber Security Cyber Security Cyber Security Radical Hostility 
The Wire 

ISIS China Muslem Manafort Boeing  

Trapped Children Brexit - Macron Syria   

Nigeran building collapse VW Danish Watchdog   

Saudi Yemen War May/ Brexit Iran lost $10 billion   
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Table 11-5: Spread of Content for The Guardian, H2, Between 12 pm and 12 am on March 12th 

Guardian 

15:00 17:00 18:00 

Large Headline 

Brexit MpS Brexit Brexit 

Beoing Beoing Beoing 

Import Tarrifs Article 50 Article 51 

Medium Headline 

Manafort Orbans family Orbans family 

Brazil Shooting Brazil Shooting Brazil Shooting 

West Bank Israle West Bank Israle West Bank Israle 

Small 

Saudi Arabia - Activists Brazil Shooting Brazil Shooting 

Orbans family Saudi Arabia - Activists Saudi Arabia - Activists 

Italy - Logo Removal Spain CIA Spain CIA 

Anne Frank Italy - Anti Gay Italy - Anti Gay 

Spain - Police Anne Frank Anne Frank 

 French Camembert French Camembert 

 
 

Table 11-6: Spread of Content for VOX, H3, Between 12 pm and 12 am on March 12th 

VOX 

17:00 14th  

House Democrats Trump  Trump Investagation  

Brett Kavana  TV Commertials 

Dicks Sporting Goods  Medicade  

Schools - Slavery  Trump - Beto  

Manafort  Muller  

Beoing  Cheat Scheme  

Robot Doctor  Avengers 

Manafort  Pi Day  
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11.5  Appendix A6: News Website Homepages for Each Level of 
Distortion 

11.5.1 Baseline Distortion Level Applied  
 

 
Figure 11-6: Homepage Zero at the Baseline Distortion Level (H0D0) 
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Figure 11-7: Baseline Distortion Applied to H1 
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Figure 11-8: Baseline Level of Distortion Applied to H2 
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Figure 11-9: Bassline Level of Distortion Applied to H3 
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11.5.2 Level One Distortion Applied to H0, H1, H2 and H3 

 
Figure 11-10:  Level One Distortion Applied to H0 
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Figure 11-11: Level One Distortion Applied to H1 
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Figure 11-12: Level One Distortion Applied to H2 
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Figure 11-13: Level One Distortion Applied to H3 
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11.5.3 Level Two Distortion Applied to H0, H1, H2 and H3 
 

 
Figure 11-14: Level Two Distortion Applied to H0 
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Figure 11-15: Level Two Distortion Applied to H1 
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Figure 11-16: Level Two Distortion Applied to H2 
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Figure 11-17: Level Two Distortion Applied to H3 
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11.5.4 Level Three Distortion Applied to H0, H1, H2 and H3 
 

 
Figure 11-18: Level Three Distortion Applied to H1 
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Figure 11-19: Level Three Distortion Applied to H1 
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Figure 11-20: Level Three Distortion Applied to H2 
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Figure 11-21: Level Three Distortion Applied to H3 
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11.6 Appendix A7: Survey Content  
11.6.1 Participant Information and Consent Sheets 

 
Figure 11-22: Participant Information Sheet 
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Figure 11-23: Participant Consent Form 
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11.6.2 Instruction Task Conetent 

 
Figure 11-24: Begin Instruction Task Page 
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Figure 11-25: Pop Up Instruction Box for Instruction Task One 
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Figure 11-26: Pop Up Instruction Box for Instruction Task Two 
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Figure 11-27: Instruction Task One Homepage 
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Figure 11-28: Instruction Task Two Homepage 
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11.6.3 Stage Two: Credibility Evaluation Content  

 
Figure 11-29: Tabloid Homepage for a Baseline Credibility Measure 

 

11.7 Appendix A4: Content Selection Results 
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11.8 Appendix A5: Data Analysis Results   
11.8.1 Participant Profile Data 
 

 
Figure 11-30: Distribution of Participant Age Categories by Path 

 

11.8.2 Normal Q-Q Plots for Normality Testing 
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11.9  Appendix A6: ANOVA Results  
11.9.1 SPSS Results for Simple Main Effects of Homepage 
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11.11  Appendix A8: Participant Profile Information  
Table 11-7: Age Breakdown of Participants 

Age % of Participants 
18-30 34.4 
31-40 27.4 
41-50 29.9 
50+ 20.6 

 
Table 11-8: Gender Breakdown of Participants 

Gender  % of Participants 
Male  50 

Female  48.62 
Other 0.68 

Prefer Not to Say  0.35 

 
 

Table 11-9: Breakdown of Participants by Education Level 

Education Level % of Participants 
Elementary School 0 

Incomplete High School 0 
Completed High School 1.38 

Incomplete College 13.1 
Two Year College Degree 22.07 
Four Year College Degree 10.34 

Some Graduate Study 34.83 
Complete Masters or Professional Degree 4.83 

Advanced Graduate Study or Ph.D 11.38 
Other 2.07 

 
Table 11-10: Breakdown of Participants by Income Level 

Income Level % of Participants 
Under 10,000 0 

$10,000 - $19,999 12 
$20,000 - $29.999 10 
$30,000 - $39,999 10 
$40,000 - $49,999 11 
$50,000 - $59,999 11 
$60,000 - $69,999 12 
$70,000 - $79,999 10 
$80,000 - $89,999 5 
$90,000 - $99,999 5 

$100,000 - $109,9,999 6 
$110,000 - $119,999 5 
$120,000 - $129,999 1 
$130,000 - $139,999 2 
$140,000 - $49,999 2 

$150,000 - $159,999 2 
$160,000 - $169,999 2 
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$170,000 - $179,999 0 
$180,000 - $189,999 0 
$190,000 - $199,999 0 
$210,000 - $219,999 1 
$220,000 - $229,999 0 
$230,000 - $239,999 0 
$240,000 - $249,999 0 
$250,000 - $259,999 0 

Over $250,00 0 
 

Table 11-11: Breakdown of Participants for News Access Habits 

News Access Habits  % of Participants 
Radio  27.59 

TV  44.49 
Newspaper 21.38 

Internet  92.42 
Social Media 54.49 

None 0.35 
Other  3.45 

 

 

11.12 Appendix A7: Credibility Re-Evaluation Results  
 

Table 11-12: Percentage Breakdown of the Homepages Selected to be Most and Least Credible by Applied Distortion 
Level 

 Most Credible Least Credible 

D0 44 15 

D1 35 11 

D2 12 19 

D3 9 57 

 
 
Table 11-13: Percentage Breakdown of the Highest and Lowest Credibility Measures which Match the Most and Least 
Credibility Revaluation  

  Path 1 Path 2 Path 3 Path 4 

Most  40.6 39.8 40.3 50.8 

Least  52.8 31.6 34.8 43.7 

 
 
 


