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ABSTRACT
Product quality judgments based on retrieved information

should take the credibility of the information source into account.
We used information complexity to manipulate cognitive resources
during information processing and used information processing
goals to trigger either on-line or memory-based information cred-
ibility assessments. Our results suggest that consumers may take
source credibility into account if they assess it on-line or if they have
the cognitive capacities to store the source during information
processing. Otherwise, source credibility may have no impact on
product quality judgments. In addition, our results suggest that
source credibility effects on perceived quality may be mediated by
information trust.

INTRODUCTION
Consumers often have to make quality judgements with re-

spect to products of which they have received information in the
past. Obviously, to make adequate memory-based product judge-
ments, consumers need to retrieve as much information about the
product as possible. In addition, as the information may stem from
multiple sources (e.g. from advertising, consumer reports, friends,
…) that may vary in credibility, consumers have to take the
information into account to the extent that the retrieved information
is trustworthy, or, equivalently, to the extent that its source is
credible. This implies that, for each retrieved piece of information,
people also need to retrieve the source of the information and assess
its credibility. Studies on the sleeper effect (Kumkale and Albarracin
2004) have shown that people may not always be able to do so. In
fact, it appears that persuasive information may have an increasing
impact over time, simply because people forget the source of the
information, or, at least, are no longer able to match the various
pieces of information with the various sources.

Drawing on the distinction between on-line and memory-
based (product) judgments (cf. Hastie and Park 1986), we propose
that people may make either on-line or memory-based inferences
with respect to the credibility of the information they receive. On-
line credibility inferences are inferences that are made while the
information is being received, whereas memory-based credibility
inferences are inferences that are made when the information is
retrieved from memory. Clearly, accurate memory-based credibil-
ity inferences require that consumers are able to recall the source of
each specific piece of information that is retrieved. The proposed
distinction between on-line and memory-based credibility infer-
ences may help to identify the conditions under which source
credibility may affect memory-based product judgments. There are
two possibilities. First, if consumers have made an on-line credibil-
ity inference, we assume that they integrate and code this informa-
tion with the product information. As a result, consumers will be
able to take into account the credibility of the information upon
retrieval. Whether or not they can retrieve the source of the
information should not affect the ability to retrieve credibility
information. Second, if consumers have not made an on-line
assessment of the credibility of the information, adequately judging
the credibility of the information requires that they can retrieve the
source of the information. Clearly, retrieving the source of the

information, in turn, requires that consumers have stored the source
in the first place. Therefore, whether or not they can retrieve the
information source should strongly affect the ability to retrieve
credibility information in this case. If consumers lack the cognitive
resources at the time they process the information, they may not
store the source of the information at all. As a result, they will not
be able to adequately account for the credibility of the information
later on. Their memory-based product judgments, then, will not be
affected by the source credibility.

In sum, the proposed distinction between on-line and memory-
based credibility inferences implies that if consumers make an on-
line credibility inference, their subsequent memory-based product
judgments will reflect source credibility, irrespective of cognitive
load. In contrast, if consumers have not made an on-line credibility
inference (i.e. have to make a memory-based credibility inference),
their subsequent memory-based product judgments will reflect the
source credibility only if they had sufficient cognitive resources to
process the information and store the source.

In studies on product judgments and person impressions,
processing goals are used to have participants make either on-line
judgments or memory-based judgements (e.g., Lichtenstein and
Srull 1987). Likewise, we asked half of the participants to assess the
information credibility of the information they are presented with
(credibility condition) in order to trigger on-line credibility infer-
ences. We asked the other half to assess the comprehensibility of the
information for average consumers, which reduces the need for on-
line credibility judgments (comprehension condition).

The information credibility was manipulated using ‘suspi-
cions of ulterior motives’ (cf. DeCarlo 2005; Fein 1996). Although
information credibility may depend on various source factors, like
source expertise or source liking, suspicions in ulterior motives
may be more interesting for our research. In particular, inferences
about ulterior motives may be cognitively more demanding than
inferences about source expertise and source liking. In fact, infer-
ences about source expertise and source liking may be made
somewhat automatic (i.e. on-line), whereas inferences about ulte-
rior motives may require more controlled processes (i.e. made
either on-line or memory-based, depending on the goal one has
while processing the information).

Cognitive load may be induced in various ways ranging from
very artificial (e.g. memorizing 7 digits, Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999)
to natural (e.g. time pressure, Park, Iyer, and Smith 1989). We
decided to manipulate cognitive load by using complex versus
simple information, based on the fact that, in natural settings,
information varies considerably in complexity. Processing com-
plex information requires more cognitive resources than processing
simple information (Daneman and Merikle 1996). Therefore, source
information may not be stored spontaneously in complex informa-
tion conditions. Taken together, source credibility should affect
product judgments if consumers focus on credibility, irrespective of
information complexity. In contrast, if consumers focus on infor-
mation comprehensibility, source credibility should affect product
judgements for simple product information but not for complex
product information.
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METHOD

Participants
For a participation fee of 6 Euro, 157 students from the

University of Leuven took part in a one-hour experimental session
that included the current experiment (mean age=21.77 years; 23%
male).

Procedure
Participants arrived at the lab in groups of 5 to 8 and were

seated in separate cubicles. They were told that they would receive
information about a product or service. Half of the participants had
to assess how understandable the information was for average
consumers (comprehension condition) whereas the other half had
to judge how credible the information was (credibility condition).
Participants received either uniformly positive information about a
‘new food supplement that could diminish the effects of aging’ or
uniformly positive information about an established restaurant. The
food supplement was described in terms of chemical substances and
their purported beneficial effect on various old-age illnesses (com-
plex information). In contrast, the restaurant was described in very
simple terms (simple information). Half of the participants received
the information from a source that stood to gain from it (the firm that
made the food supplement or the restaurant owner: dependent
source condition) or from an independent source (FDA and a
restaurant guide, respectively: independent source condition). Af-
ter participants received the information and gave their credibility
or comprehension judgment (depending on their processing goal),
they were also asked to rate how well they had understood the
information. The program then closed and participants engaged in
an unrelated task that lasted about 5 minutes. Afterwards, partici-
pants were asked three questions about the product/service on
which they had received information. They were asked to indicate
on an 11-point scale (ranging from 0 to 10) how good they thought
the product/service was, how good they thought it would be
compared to competing products/services and how convinced they
were that the product/service was good. They then were asked to
type in as much information they could still remember. Finally, they
were asked three questions about their trust in the information they
had received. They were asked to indicate on a 11-point scale
(ranging from 0 to 10) how objective they thought the information
was, how much they would trust the information, and how much
they would trust the source of the information.

RESULTS

Manipulation checks
Information complexity. We analyzed the participants’ self-

proclaimed understanding of the information using a 2 (processing
goal: credibility versus comprehension assessment) x 2 (informa-
tion complexity: simple versus complex) x 2 (source: dependent
versus independent) between-subjects ANOVA. Complex infor-
mation (M=5.74) was judged to be less comprehensible for the
participant than simple information (M=9.03), F (1,149)=88.39,
p<.001. The other factors did not affect comprehensibility.

In the comprehension condition, we had also obtained ratings
of how well the average consumer would understand the informa-
tion. We analyzed these ratings using a 2 (information complexity:
simple versus complex) x 2 (source: dependent versus independent)
between-subjects ANOVA. Consistent with the previous, complex
information (M=4.29) was judged to be less comprehensible for
average consumers than simple information (M=6.89),
F(1,76)=19.28, p<.001.

Information credibility. In the credibility condition, we had
obtained information credibility ratings. We analyzed these ratings
using a 2 (information complexity: simple versus complex) x 2
(source: dependent versus independent) between-subjects ANOVA.
Information from a dependent source (M=5.50) was judged to be
less credible than information from an independent source (M=6.60),
F(1,73)=5.59, p<.05. Information credibility, then, seems to be
affected by the source manipulation as intended. Unexpectedly,
information complexity also affected information credibility,
F(1,73)=10.35, p<.01. Complex information (M=5.29) was judged
to be less credible than simple information (M=6.80). Although one
must be cautious to interpret this difference as such because the
complex information involves another domain than the simple
information, a reading of the recall protocols does support our
interpretation: Quite a few participants commented that the techni-
cal jargon in the ‘food supplement information’ may have been used
to persuade people through authority arguments that preclude
potential consumers to critically process the information. This
apparently raised suspicions about the product. Note that this
counteracts our hypothesis, because complex information appar-
ently raises suspicion in itself, which probably facilitates the
encoding of consistent (suspicious) source information. Finally, it
is important to point out the total lack of interaction between source
and information complexity, F(1,73)=0.08, p>.77. This suggests
that the source affected information credibility similarly in the
simple information condition as in the complex information condi-
tion.

Trust ratings
The three judgements with respect to information and source

credibility were averaged to form a general index of ‘information
trust’ (Cronbach alpha=.80) that was analyzed using a 2 (informa-
tion complexity: simple versus complex) X 2 (processing goal:
credibility assessment versus comprehension assessment) X 2
(source: dependent versus independent) between-subjects ANOVA.

Not surprisingly, we replicated the effect of information
complexity that was obtained for the information credibility judg-
ments, F(1,149)=5.35, p<.05. Complex information (M=4.82) was
trusted less than simple information (M=5.48). More pertinent for
our research question, a main effect of source was obtained,
F(1,149)=16.91, p<.001. Overall, information from an independ-
ent source (M=5.74) was trusted more than information from a
dependent source (M=4.56). A planned contrast revealed that the
source affected the trust ratings in the two credibility conditions and
the comprehension condition involving simple information,
F(1,149)=16.70, p<.001. Moreover, the source effect did not differ
over these three conditions, F(1,149)=0.19, p>.83. Another planned
contrast showed that the source had no significant effect in the
comprehension condition involving complex information,
F(1,149)=1.04, p>.30. These results suggest that source affected
trust in the credibility condition, irrespective of information com-
plexity. In the comprehension condition, however, source affected
trust only in the simple information condition.

Perceived quality.
The average of the three product/service quality judgments

(Cronbach alpha=.84) was analyzed using a 2 (information com-
plexity: simple versus complex) X 2 (processing goal: credibility
assessment versus comprehension assessment) X 2 (source: de-
pendent versus independent) between-subjects ANOVA.

The results parallel the results for the trust ratings. Information
complexity affected perceived quality, F(1,149)=53.45, p<.001.
Complex information (M=4.97) led to lower quality ratings than
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simple information (M=6.62). In addition, a main effect of source
was obtained, F(1,149)=5.83, p<.05. Overall, information from an
independent source (M=6.07) led to higher perceived quality than
information from a dependent source (M=5.52). A planned contrast
revealed that the source affected perceived quality in the two
credibility conditions and the comprehension condition involving
simple information, F(1,149)=7.65, p<.01. The source effect did
not differ over these three conditions, F(1,149)=0.07, p>.93. An-
other planned contrast showed that the source had no effect in the
comprehension condition involving complex information,
F(1,149)=0.02, p>.89.

Mediational analyses
We investigated if the effect of source on perceived quality

was mediated by trust. Baron and Kenny (1986) suggest testing
mediation using four steps. Above, we already showed that source
(independent variable) affected trust (mediator) as well as per-
ceived quality (dependent variable). Further, trust was highly
correlated with perceived quality (r=.58, p<.001). Finally, a 2
(information complexity: simple versus complex) X 2 (processing
goal: credibility assessment versus comprehension assessment) X
2 (source: dependent versus independent) between-subjects
ANCOVA with trust as covariate and perceived quality as depend-
ent variable, revealed that trust had a significant effect on perceived
quality, F(1,148)=65.41, p<.001, whereas neither the main effect
of source, nor any of the interactions involving source was signifi-
cant, all Fs<0.63, p>.42. Information complexity continued to
affect perceived quality, F(1,149)=50.29, p<.001. This direct ef-
fect of information complexity is probably due to theoretically
unimportant differences between domains: People may perceive an
established restaurant as being of (relatively) high quality where
they may refrain inferring this level of quality for a new food
supplement.

DISCUSSION
We hypothesized that consumers may infer information cred-

ibility on-line or memory-based. In addition, whereas on-line
assessment of information credibility may not be affected by the
cognitive load that is present during product information process-
ing, memory-based information credibility inferences may be af-
fected by the cognitive load that was present during product

information processing. We manipulated the cognitive load in
processing the information using an intrinsic quality of the informa-
tion, namely information complexity. In addition, on-line credibil-
ity inferences were elicited by asking participants to judge the
credibility of the information whereas memory-based credibility
inferences were elicited by asking participants to judge how well
average consumers would understand the information. Our results
are entirely consistent with our hypothesis. The source affected
both trust in the information and perceived product/service quality
in all conditions, except in the condition designed to trigger memory-
based information credibility inferences when the information was
hard to process (complex information). Moreover, mediational
analyses revealed that the source effect of on perceived product/
service quality was due to its effect on trust.

Whether or not consumers make on-line credibility inferences
may depend on a variety of factors. The persuasion knowledge
model (e.g., Friestad and Wright 1994) suggests that consumers
may make on-line credibility inferences if a persuasion attempt is
very blatant. For more subtle persuasion attempts, consumers may
be able to make on-line credibility inferences only to the extent that
they have sufficient cognitive resources. In addition, product in-
volvement may also determine the likelihood of on-line credibility
inferences. Indeed, on-line credibility inferences may be especially
likely if people have already decided to buy a product from that
category or if they have a strong interest in the product (i.e. if they
have a high involvement in the product [category]). Finally, con-
sumers may also differ in the extent to which they take information
for granted: Some consumers may chronically be very sceptical of
any information they receive, whereas others may, as a default,
readily accept the information they receive. However, depending
on the situation (salience of the persuasion attempt and product
involvement), even less-sceptical consumers may become more
sceptical when processing information.

Of course, several questions remain for future research. First
of all, on-line inferences were triggered very directly by asking
participants to assess information credibility. It remains to be seen
whether on-line credibility inferences can be triggered more subtly
through priming of scepticism or through alternative information
processing goals. A related question is to what extent credibility
inferences occur spontaneously in natural circumstances. Second,
we obtained a direct effect of information complexity on trust and

TABLE1
Trust & Perceived quality as a function of Processing Goal, Information Complexity and Source

(dependent vs. independent)

credibility judgment comprehension judgment

Information: simple complex simple complex

Source: Information Trust

dependent 4.73 4.32 4.77 4.41
independent 5.95 5.59 6.47 4.94

Perceived Quality

dependent 6.21 4.56 6.27 5.05
independent 6.86 5.26 7.16 5.00
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perceived quality. As information complexity was confounded
with information content, it appears necessary to replicate the
current experiment using either a constant script and manipulate
cognitive load externally, or continue to manipulate load internally
through information complexity but keep the content of the script
constant (e.g., using a simple and a complex food supplement
script). Finally, our framework suggests that sleeper effects may be
obtained particularly when consumers have failed to make an on-
line credibility inference, but, nevertheless, had sufficient cognitive
resources to store the source and the association between the source
and the information. Consequently, it would be interesting to
investigate how judgment delay affects trust and perceived quality
in the various conditions that were used in the current experiment.
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