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ABSTRACT. The last two election cycles have seen an exponential rise in the number of politi-
cal campaigns integrating some form of social media into their communication plans. As candidates
and campaigns increase their social media communications, political communication scholars have
become increasingly interested in the process through which voters assess political candidates’ credi-
bility through social networking sites. Using experimental data, this study examines the mediating role
of attitude homophily in establishing political candidates’ source credibility among Facebook users.
A multiple mediation model outlines a process wherein attitude homophily mediates the relationship
between political cues and evaluations of source credibility. Theoretical and practical implications of
the results for political social media campaigns are discussed.
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The advent of social media has been touted
as a revolutionary way for politicians to con-
nect directly with voters (Grant, Moon, & Grant,
2010), for citizens to engage in online politi-
cal discussions (Ifukor, 2010), and for non-elites
(such as bloggers) to influence political dis-
course (Sweetser, Porter, Chung, & Kim, 2008).
Social media encourage active participation
among media consumers (Burns; 2010; Jenkins,
2006; Solis, 2010), creating a rich environ-
ment for online political participation. Recent
research examining the interplay between polit-
ical social media and democracy suggests that
social media function as alternative channels
of communication, allowing voters to connect

with elites and facilitating intergroup commu-
nication (Hamdy & Gomaa, 2012; Lim, 2012;
Murthy, 2010; Rane & Salem, 2012). Moreover,
there appears to be a link between social media
use and election outcomes (LaMarre & Suzuki-
Lambrecht, 2013).

As political social media use continues to rise
among the electorate, so do questions regard-
ing which sources are reliable, trustworthy, and
credible (Brenner, 2013). The mere volume
of political information shared and discussed
online makes it increasingly difficult for voters
to discern which sources hold relatively more
value. Perceptions of source credibility offer
online political consumers a way to make such
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distinctions. Specifically, high source credibil-
ity is known to increase message persuasive-
ness (Homer & Kahle, 1990; Petty & Cacioppo,
1986), develop favorable attitudes (Till &
Busler, 1998) and influence vote intention
(Mondak, 1995). Yet, little is known about how
individuals evaluate and assign credibility to
socially mediated political sources and/or their
messages. Although source credibility is one of
the most widely tested variables in traditional
persuasion research (Petty, Brinol, & Priester,
2009; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), political social
media research offers few empirical examina-
tions of the social-psychological process under-
lying individuals’ evaluations and judgments of
candidates’ source credibility in online environ-
ments (e.g., Facebook). To this end, the current
study uses experimental data to investigate this
process, focusing on attitude homophily as a
potential mediator between exposure to politi-
cal candidates’ Facebook pages and evaluations
of their source credibility. Additionally, this
work employs motivated reasoning theory to
discern the relationship between perceptions of
social media source credibility (e.g., the polit-
ical candidate on Facebook) and information
credibility (e.g., the online political information
provided by said candidate). In doing so, this
work builds on extant political social media and
credibility research by focusing on the source
(rather than the medium) and examining the role
of attitude homophily as a source credibility
antecedent.

ESTABLISHING CREDIBILITY IN
POLITICAL SOCIAL MEDIA

Using social media to follow campaigns
and candidates has been linked to a range of
positive attitudinal and behavioral voter out-
comes, including increased offline participa-
tion (Bakker & de Vreese, 2011; see also
Baumgartner & Morris, 2010 for a counter-
point), increased feelings of political efficacy
(Towner & Dulio, 2011), and increased candi-
date support (Gilmore, 2011). Political social
media studies have largely focused on key
behavioral outcomes including political partic-
ipation and political engagement, paying little
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attention to the underlying processes that lead
to such outcomes. However, there is a grow-
ing interest in credibility evaluations of political
social media (Powell, Richmond, & Williams,
2011).

Social Media Credibility

Among the few studies that have explored
the role of credibility in social media contexts,
focus has remained on the credibility of the
medium, platforms, and channels (e.g., Internet
blogs, online news), or the institutions that
occupy them (e.g., MSNBC, The Huffington
Post). Johnson and Kaye (1998, 2000) found
that perceived credibility of a traditional media
source (i.e., MSNBC) positively predicted cred-
ibility ratings of that same source in an online
context, suggesting that the well-established tra-
ditional media sources carry their credibility
into new media environments. Recent research
on blog credibility has found that among the
politically interested, blogs are generally consid-
ered to be more credible than mainstream media
sources (Johnson & Kaye, 2004; Johnson, Kaye,
Bichard, & Wong, 2007). Sweetser et al. (2008)
also found that high users of blogs were more
likely to perceive blogs as credible sources of
information. Lee and Ahn (2013) demonstrated
that people are more likely to engage with
Facebook causes and pages when they perceive
Facebook to have higher medium credibility.

In one of the only studies examining political
source (as opposed to medium or platform) cred-
ibility, Powell et al. (2011) found that those who
connected with a candidate on social media also
reported higher credibility ratings for that candi-
date (but only for Barack Obama). However, this
study stopped short of examining the process
through which perceptions of source credibility
were fostered within the social media environ-
ments. With the notable exception of Powell
et al., little is known about how individuals
evaluate and form judgments about political can-
didates’ credibility in online environments or the
conditions under which their socially mediated
campaign messages are accepted as credible
information. Yet, traditional persuasion litera-
ture has repeatedly demonstrated the role that
the message source plays in fostering message
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agreement and influencing behavior (Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986; Pornpitakpan, 2004).

Source Credibility

Conceptually, source credibility includes two
main dimensions: character and competence
(McCroskey & Young, 1981) or variations
thereof (such as trustworthiness and exper-
tise). Sources are considered to be trustwor-
thy (or have high character) to the extent that
the audience perceives their assertions to be
valid (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953). Sources
are considered to be competent to the extent
that they possess knowledge or relevant exper-
tise of a particular subject (Page, 1978; Teven,
2008). More recently, Teven and McCroskey
(1997) identified goodwill as a third important
dimension of source credibility. Goodwill has
been conceptualized as the degree to which an
audience perceives that a source cares about
their well-being and has their best interests at
heart (Teven & McCroskey, 1997). In general,
source credibility is conceptualized (and oper-
ationalized) as a set of positive characteristics
attributed to the message source, which poten-
tially increase message acceptance by receivers
(Ohanian, 1990).

Higher source credibility can lead to many
desirable attitudinal and behavioral outcomes.
Attitudinally, individuals are more resistant
to persuasion when source credibility is low
(Greenburg & Miller, 1966) and low credi-
bility sources typically produce no change in
attitude (Milburn, 1991). From a strategic com-
munication standpoint, higher source credibil-
ity results in more positive brand attitudes
(Lafferty & Goldsmith, 1999; Till & Busler,
1998), more agreement with proposed recom-
mendations (Ohanian, 1990), more positive atti-
tudes toward the endorser (Braunsberger, 1996),
and more positive perceptions of information
credibility (Greer, 2003; Moore, Hausknecht,
& Thamodaran, 1986). Higher evaluations of
source expertise have also been associated
with increased purchase intention (Lafferty &
Goldsmith, 1999; Till & Busler, 1998).

Politically, higher source credibility pre-
dicts more positive global candidate evalu-
ations (Funk, 1999; Markus, 1982; Miller,
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Wattenburg, & Malanchuk, 1986), as well as
higher assessments of leadership ability (Page,
1978). Additionally, high source credibility has
been shown to reduce voters’ reactivity to neg-
ative political advertising (Yoon, Pinkleton, &
Ko, 2005), and increase the likelihood of reelec-
tion for incumbent politicians (McCurley &
Mondak, 1995; Mondak, 1995). Taken together,
these studies suggest a positive relationship
between one’s source credibility evaluations
and their propensity to hold favorable attitudes
toward the source or source’s message. In a
political setting, favorable attitudes should man-
ifest as candidate support. Thus, we expect that
participants will be more likely to participate
in political activities (as a show of support) for
sources that they find more credible.

H1: There will be a direct, positive rela-
tionship between one’s evaluations of
a candidate’s source credibility and
their intention to politically partici-
pate in support of the candidate.

Motivated Reasoning and Political Source
Credibility

Most studies that examine source credibil-
ity manipulate the credibility of the source (see
Wilson & Sherrell, 1993) by providing par-
ticipants with objective information about a
source’s education, experience, and credentials.
Yet in a political context, this type of manipu-
lation makes less sense, as political campaigns
hardly represent an objective context. Far from
perceiving sources in a neutral, objective con-
text, political campaigns are heavily affect-laden
and voter attitudes toward candidates (even
unknown candidates) are often constructed as
a function of prior attitudes and salient politi-
cal cues (Kunda, 1990; Lau & Redlawsk, 2006;
Lodge & Taber, 2013). This motivated reasoning
in the political realm undercuts the traditional
strategic communication argument that source
credibility can be objectively manipulated. In a
political context, motivated reasoning occurs
more often than not (Lodge & Taber, 2013),
which results in faulty judgments including
overscrutinization of information from out-party
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sources (Taber & Lodge, 2006), underscrutiniza-
tion of information from in-party sources (Lord,
Ross, & Lepper, 1979), and source derogation
(Smalley & Stake, 1996). Contrary to traditional
source credibility research (which suggests that
source credibility is a function of information
credibility), motivated reasoning predicts that
in a political context, source credibility influ-
ences voter perceptions of information credi-
bility. Iyengar and Han (2008) offered empir-
ical support for this prediction, demonstrating
that source cues influenced information search
and evaluation. Because political contexts elicit
relatively more motivated reasoning (Lodge &
Taber, 2013) and source credibility can bias
message processing (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986),
individual-level perceptions of source credibility
are likely to influence perceptions of informa-
tion credibility. More formally:

H2: There will be a direct, positive rela-
tionship between one’s evaluations
of a candidate’s source credibility
and their evaluations of information
credibility.

Party ID and Source Credibility

In addition to predicting outcomes (e.g., par-
ticipation, candidate support), identifying the
determinants of political source credibility in
social media environments provides political
strategists and candidates insights for build-
ing online source credibility. For instance, one
mechanism known to influence political source
credibility evaluations is the presence of a polit-
ically similar or dissimilar cue for voters (Lodge
& Taber, 2013). Although voters are able to pro-
cess and use many types of cues, Party ID is a
highly salient cue that signals whether a can-
didate is similar or dissimilar to the individual
(Lau & Redlawsk, 2006). Thus, it would be
expected that source credibility evaluations for
politicians are higher when individuals are cued
that the candidate shares similar political iden-
tity (e.g., they belong to the same party). Stated
more formally:

H3: Similar political cues positively pre-
dict evaluations of source credibility.
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As previously mentioned, motivated reason-
ing research has shown that individuals are more
likely to participate in support of candidates
from their own political party (Lodge & Taber,
2013), and are more likely to judge informa-
tion from in-party candidates as credible (Lord,
Ross, & Lepper, 1979). Thus, there should be
a direct effect for the political similarity cue
(i.e., Party ID) on perceptions of information
credibility and participation intention. The cred-
ibility literature (detailed earlier) also suggests
source credibility should mediate this relation-
ship, such that similar political cues influence
source credibility evaluations, which in turn
influence behavioral and attitudinal outcomes.

H4: Similar political cues positively pre-
dict participation intention.
H4a: This relationship will be mediated by
source credibility.

HS5: Similar political cues positively pre-
dict credibility evaluations of the
information presented.

H5a: This relationship will be mediated by

source credibility.

The Mediating Role of Attitude Homophily

The relational nature of Facebook (specif-
ically) and social media (generally), suggests
an additional step in the mediation model.
To the extent that social media communication
can foster a sense of interpersonal connection
with a candidate, social media can potentially
spur feelings of closeness, or homophily (Kent
& Taylor, 1998). Conceptually, homophily is
the extent to which similarities are perceived
between two individuals or groups of individu-
als. Increased perceptions of similarities lead to
increased attraction to each other’s beliefs and
increased influence in decision-making (Powell,
Richmond, & Williams, 2011). Homophily has
been defined as having three main dimen-
sions: demographic, attitude, and background
homophily (McCroskey, Richmond, & Daly,
1975). Attitude homophily is conceptualized
as the extent to which two individuals think
and behave in similar ways, whereas back-
ground homophily describes the extent to which
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two individuals come from similar cultural or
social backgrounds. The third dimension, demo-
graphic homophily, is the extent to which two
individuals share key demographic character-
istics. However, perceptions of demographic
homophily have not been stable (McCroskey
et al., 1975) and therefore remain outside
the scope of this investigation. Additionally,
it is not expected that background homophily
would significantly impact source credibility
perceptions, because participants are unlikely to
be able to make judgments about the perceived
background similarity of candidates. As such,
this study will focus exclusively on attitudinal
homophily.

Attitude homophily (in the context of pol-
itics) is the extent to which voters feel
attitudinally and behaviorally similar to politi-
cians. Although one’s Party ID could cue atti-
tude homophily (e.g., “We are from the same
political party so we must share political atti-
tudes”), it is possible for persons from the same
political party to differ in their attitudes or for
persons from different parties to share attitudes.
As such, attitude homophily is considered a
distinct construct from Party ID. Homophily
has been shown to be moderately related to
and predictive of source credibility (Wright,
2000). Generally speaking, perceived attitude
similarity (or homophily) facilitates interper-
sonal liking (Aronson, 1980; Byrne, 1961) and
attraction (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954) among
individuals. Specific to online contexts, Wang,
Walther, Pingree, and Hawkins (2008) found
that within online health support groups, one’s
increased level of perceived homophily with
the group was positively related to partici-
pants’ perceived credibility of group members,
which was also related to increased trustwor-
thiness of group members. Dahlberg (2001)
similarly found in-group homogeneity of values
and viewpoints among online political com-
munities. Davis (1999) also pointed to the
importance of attitude homophily among polit-
ical social media groups, noting that political
social media users have a tendency to attract
and reinforce preexisting majority opinions.
A qualitative case study of political Facebook
group discussions revealed similar results,
wherein distinct majority and minority groups
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were formed around homogeneity of politi-
cal views (Gaines & Mondak, 2009; Kushin
& Kitchener, 2009). These studies demonstrate
that attitude homophily can influence one’s per-
ception of trustworthiness and, by extension
source credibility. Additionally, online political
groups exhibit relatively high levels of attitude
homophily, suggesting that these platforms are
uniquely suited for this purpose. As such, it is
reasonable to assume that increasing perceptions
of attitude homophily between political candi-
dates and online users would result in higher
perceptions of the candidates’ credibility (within
the online community).

Additionally, because the political similar-
ity cue (e.g., Party ID) can signal attitude
homophily, it is plausible that the observed
effect of the similarity cue on relevant outcomes
(e.g., credibility evaluations, participation inten-
tion) works through attitude homophily. Put dif-
ferently, when individuals see that a political
candidate shares their political party identifi-
cation, feelings of homophily should increase.
This, coupled with additional information that
reinforces shared attitude homophily (e.g., sim-
ilar interests, shared favorite hobbies, books,
movies, etc.), should increase one’s credibility
evaluations of the candidate, along with their
credibility evaluations of information presented
by the candidate and their intention to support
the candidate. More formally:

H6: There will be a direct, positive
relationship between perceptions of
attitude homophily and one’s evalu-
ations of source credibility.

Attitude homophily mediates the
positive relationship between similar
political cues and source credibility
evaluations.

Hé6a.

Attitude Homophily and Source
Credibility: A Multiple Mediation
Perspective

Here, the multiple mediation process begins
to unfold. Thus far, the hypotheses predict a
series of direct and indirect effects with atti-
tude homophily and source credibility serving
as mediators between political similarity cues
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and relevant political outcomes. Given the vast
literature on the role of Party ID, it should
be no surprise that shared Party ID cues more
positive evaluations of a political candidate’s
credibility, along with more favorable evalua-
tions of information presented by said candidate
or intentions to support the candidate. However,
by integrating attitude homophily, we begin to
see a more nuanced process unfold. Here, the
political cue is thought to work in combination
with other relational information presented in
social media (e.g., candidates’ likes, favorites,
hobbies, etc.), signaling attitude homophily.
Subsequently, increased attitude homophily is
expected to increase source credibility evalua-
tions of the candidate, which (under motivated
reasoning conditions often found in political
contexts) are known to increase information
credibility ratings and candidate support. Thus,
a multiple mediation process is proposed for the
two relevant outcomes (i.e., information credi-
bility and political participation intention). More
formally stated:

H6b. The relationship between similar
political cues and participation inten-
tion will be mediated by attitude
homophily and source credibility,
acting in serial.

The relationship between similar
political cues and perceptions of
information credibility will be medi-
ated by attitude homophily and
source credibility, acting in serial.

Héc.

METHOD

To test the previously stated hypotheses,
a two-condition experiment was performed.
One hundred and twenty-six college students
at a large, Midwestern university participated
in this study in exchange for course credit.
Some students were recruited through an online
research participation system that grants course
extra credit in exchange for research participa-
tion while others were recruited directly from
university courses. The majority of students
were recruited from large, introductory mass
communication courses that generally contain
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a wide variety of majors. The resulting sam-
ple was 75.4% female, 80.2% white, and had
an average age of 21.5 with some college edu-
cation (74.6%"'). The sample leaned slightly
democratic (i = 4.55) and liberal (M = 4.60).

Procedure

The experiment was conducted in a lab. Upon
entering, students read and signed a consent
form and were then randomly assigned a con-
dition (i.e., Democrat or Republican candidate
Facebook page). Upon sitting down at the com-
puter, the Facebook page of the assigned can-
didate was already loaded and all participants
started on the “About” section of the page.
Participants were told verbally to spend as much
time as they needed getting to know the candi-
date. Following this, participants were directed
to the questionnaire (description below). After
completion, participants were debriefed and
thanked for their time.

Stimuli

Participants were shown a fictitious Facebook
page for either a Republican or Democratic
purported Senate candidate (stimuli available
upon request). The pages were designed to look
like real candidates’ pages, mirroring the setup,
organization, design, and content of real pages.
All personal information about the candidate
was held constant across both profiles (e.g.,
musical tastes, favorite books, profile picture,
etc.), aside from party identification. The candi-
dates were stated as running in the state in which
most participants reside and the only difference
in personal information for each candidate was
stated political party. On the news feed, ficti-
tious past posts were constructed for each candi-
date. The posts were on the subject of jobs/job
creation and were also taken from real status
updates by real Congressional candidates. Each
Facebook page for the politicians contained the
same number of posts on the same topics. The
only variation was the partisan nature of the
comments to align with the positions taken on
this issue by each of the major political parties.
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Measures
Credibility

Credibility was measured using Teven and
McCroskey’s (1997) scales for competence,
character, and goodwill, which consist of
six each 7-point semantic differential scales.
They include statements such as “the politi-
cian whose Facebook profile I just viewed
is reliable/unreliable, expert/inexpert, and
honest/dishonest.”> The alpha reliabilities for
each dimension of source credibility were
sufficiently high (competence = .89, M =
4.41, SD = 1.04; character = .89, M = 4.50,
SD = .96; goodwill = .82, M = 4.31, SD =
.96). However, these three dimensions were all
highly correlated with each other (all correla-
tions above .70) and, therefore, were treated
as one overall credibility measure (M = 4.40,
SD = 91). An exploratory, principal compo-
nents factor analysis confirmed that all source
credibility indicators loaded on to one factor
(Table 1).

TABLE 1. Factor Loadings of Source
Credibility Indicators

Factor 1
Competence
Intelligent .802
Trained .569
Expert .700
Informed .748
Competent .804
Bright .813
Character
Honest .686
Trustworthy .810
Honorable 778
Moral .684
Ethical .684
Genuine .766
Goodwill
Cares about me .664
Has my interests at heart .732
Not self-centered .589
Concerned with me .651
Sensitive 614
Understanding 741
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Homophily

Attitudinal homophily was measured using
the scales developed by McCroskey et al.
(1975). The attitudinal homophily scale con-
sists of four 7-point semantic differentials
designed to indicate perceived similarity in
thought and action between the participant and
the politician and includes statements such as
“the politician whose profile I just viewed
. .. is like/unlike me, is different/not different
from me, thinks/does not think like me, and
behaves/does not behave like me” (¢ = .88,
M = 3.46, SD = 1.32).

Information credibility

Information credibility was measured using
five, 7-point semantic-differential scales, which
asked participants to rate the believability
and trustworthiness of the information pre-
sented by the politicians. Participants were
asked to indicate whether “the information
you just read was . . . believable/unbelievable,
inaccurate/accurate, trustworthy /untrustworthy,
biased/unbiased, and complete/incomplete”
(¢ =.80, M =4.01, SD =1.16).

Political participation

Political participation was measured using
three items, which asked participants to indi-
cate on a 7-point scale “how likely would you
be to . . . vote for Alex Johnson, donate money
to Alex Johnson, and volunteer/publicly support
Alex Johnson.” These three items were highly
correlated and were combined into one general
participation index (¢ = .87, M = 2.65, SD =
1.40).

Party identification

Participants were asked to indicate their party
identification on a 7-point scale ranging from
strong Republican (/) to strong Democrat (7)
(M = 4.55, SD = 1.74). Party identification
was used to assess political agreement between
participants and the fictitious candidates they
were exposed to (i.e., Democrats matched with
a Democratic politician were in a “matched
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political cue” condition). Independents (n =
17) were removed from subsequent analyses.

Political knowledge [interest

Political knowledge scores were calculated
by counting the number of correct answers to
five political questions as outlined by Delli
Carpini and Keeter (1997). These questions
included participants’ knowledge of Joe Biden’s
political office, who is responsible for deter-
mining constitutionality of a law, the majority
required to overturn a presidential veto, the party
that currently controls the house, and whether
one party is more conservative than the other at
the national level. Overall, participants had rel-
atively high levels of political knowledge (M =
3.83, SD = 1.07). Political interest was a single-
item measure asking participants to indicate how
interested they were in politics on a 5-point
scale, with 1 indicating not at all interested and
5 indicating very interested (M = 2.92, SD =
1.02).

Analysis

In order to test the previously stated hypothe-
ses, OLS regressions as well as mediation and
multiple mediation models were tested. The
first, second, and third hypotheses predict non-
mediated relationships and as such, were tested
using OLS regression. The fourth, fifth, and
sixth hypotheses (and respective subhypothe-
ses) predict mediated relationships and were
tested using the PROCESS macro developed by
Andrew Hayes (2013). Specifically, the boot-
strapping procedure, as outlined by Preacher
and Hayes (2004, 2008) was used. Traditional
mediation analyses as outlined by Baron and
Kenny (1986) have been criticized for a lack of
power and high Type II error rates (MacKinnon,
Lockwood, & Williams, 2004). Preacher and
Hayes (2004) and MacKinnon et al. (2004) rec-
ommend bootstrapping as a method for obtain-
ing confidence intervals for indirect effects in
mediation models. Bootstrapping tests for the
indirect effects in a mediation model by repeat-
edly drawing subsamples from within the origi-
nal sample (Hayes, 2009). Bootstrapping allows
for two key advantages over prior mediation
tests. First, bootstrapping increases power and
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reduces Type II error rates (a frequent critique
of Baron and Kenny, 1986). Bootstrapping does
not require stringent assumptions of normality
about the sampling data (unlike the Sobel test;
Sobel, 1987). Additionally, bootstrapping does
not require a standard error estimate for the
indirect effects.

This study uses Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS
macro, which allows for bootstrapping within
complex mediation and moderation models.
Specifically, the PROCESS macro allows for
the testing of multiple mediation models, where
multiple mediators are specified between the
independent and dependent variables. Because
this study is testing a multiple mediation model,
PROCESS was the best available tool to exam-
ine this model. PROCESS has been empirically
tested and validated across numerous contexts
and studies (Hayes, 2012). In the present study,
on the basis of 10,000 bootstrap samples, the
PROCESS macro produces 95% bias-corrected
confidence intervals to assess the significance of
the indirect effects in the proposed credibility
model.

RESULTS
Direct Effects

The first and second hypotheses predicted
a direct, positive relationship between source
credibility and participation/information cred-
ibility. The results of the regression analysis
show that source credibility positively predicts
both intended participation (b = 1.05, SE = .10,
p < .001, R?> = .69)° and perceptions of infor-
mation credibility (b= .92, SE = .08, p < .001,
R? = .72) Thus, hypotheses 1 and 2 were sup-
ported. The third hypothesis tests the positive
direct effect of political cues on evaluations of
source credibility, such that similar politicians
would be seen as more credible. The regression
results provide support for hypothesis 3 (b =
67, SE = .17, p < .001, R> = .37). The sixth
hypothesis predicted that positive evaluations of
attitude homophily would lead to more posi-
tive evaluations of source credibility and support
(b = .35, SE = .05, p < .001, R’ = .51). Thus,
the direct effects of key variables in this study
are confirmed.
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FIGURE 1. Model 1: Effects on participation intention.
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Simple Mediation Model

Turning now to the mediation analyses,
the first set of analyses show the mediat-
ing role of source credibility on the relation-
ship between political cues and participation
intention/information credibility (hypotheses 4,
4a, 5, and 5b). The relationship between polit-
ical cues and participation intention is partially
mediated by source credibility. Perceiving that
a politician’s party identification matches your
own predicts more positive evaluations of source
credibility (b = .67, SE = .17, p < .001), which
in turn predicts greater participation intentions
(b = .85, SE = .10, p < .001, R?> = .68). That
said, receiving a politically similar cue remains
significant, even when source credibility is in the
model (b = 1.34, SE = .17, p < .001). The indi-
rect relationship between the similar political
cue and participation through source credibil-
ity is significant (95% bias-corrected confidence
interval: .28; .91%; indirect effect size .56,
Bootstrapped SE= .16). However, the direct
effect of receiving a similar political cue and
participation intention also remains significant
(95% bias-corrected confidence interval: 1.00:
1.69; direct effect size = 1.34, SE = .17).

p ¥ of Information
(20) Credibility

The meditational relationship was fully sup-
ported for information credibility (see Figure 2).
Similar to the first model, perceiving a polit-
ically relevant cue leads to more positive
perceptions of source credibility and source
credibility positively predicts perceptions of
credibility of the information presented (b =
90, SE = .09, p < .001, R?> = .52). This
is a fully mediated relationship because being
presented with a relevant source cue does not
significantly predict perceptions of information
credibility when source credibility is in the
model (b = .14, SE = .17, p = .39). The
indirect path between similar political cues and
information credibility through source credibil-
ity is significant (95% bias-corrected confidence
interval: .30, .96, indirect effect size .60,
SE = .17).

Multiple Mediation Model

Given the results for the mediating influ-
ence of source credibility, the full mul-
tiple mediation models were tested, such
that attitude homophily and source credibil-
ity, acting in serial, fully mediate the rela-
tionship between political source cues and
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participation/information credibility (hypothe-
ses 6a, 6b and 6c¢).

Partial support was found for the mediating
influence of attitude homophily and source cred-
ibility on participation. As Figure 1 highlights,
receiving a similar political cue positively pre-
dicts attitude homophily (b = 1.68, SE = .21, p
< .001), which in turn predicts source credibility
(b= .29, SE = .09, p < .01). Moreover, source
credibility positively predicts political participa-
tion (b = .68, SE = .12, p < .001, ? for the total
model = .74). However, being presented with a
similar political cue (b = .83, SE = .20, p <
.001) and attitude homophily (b = .37, SE = .09,
p < .001), both remain significant, positive pre-
dictors of political participation. In this case, the
direct effect of political similar cue reception on
political participation is significant (95% bias-
corrected confidence interval: .44, 1.23, direct
effect size = .83, SE = .20), as are the indi-
rect paths through attitude homophily only (95%
bias-corrected confidence interval: .33, 1.03,
indirect effect size = .62, SE = .18) and through
both attitude homophily and source credibil-
ity (95% bias-corrected confidence interval: .13,
.64, indirect effect size = .33, SE = .13).

Turning to information credibility, the mul-
tiple mediation model is fully supported.
Perceiving a politically relevant cue leads to
greater attitude homophily (b = 1.68, SE =
.21, p < .001), which in turn leads to increased
perceptions of source credibility (b = .29, SE =
.09, p < .01). Finally, source credibility posi-
tively predicts perceptions of credibility of the
information presented (b = .85, SE = .11, p
< .001, ? of the overall model = .53). Neither
being presented with a relevant political cue
(b = —.01, SE = .20, p = .94), nor atti-
tude homophily (b = .12, SE = .08, p =
.16) predict perceptions of information credibil-
ity when source credibility is included in the
model. The indirect path between similar polit-
ical cues and information credibility through
attitude homophily and source credibility is sig-
nificant (95% bias-corrected confidence inter-
val: .18, .76, indirect effect size = .35, SE =
.11). Neither of the effect sizes of the other two
indirect paths was significant.
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DISCUSSION

This study examined the role of political
source credibility on social media to better
understand the determinants of source credibil-
ity for politicians in a socially mediated com-
munication situation. The results provide an
exploratory first look at the relationship between
source credibility, attitude homophily, motivated
reasoning, and key attitudinal and behavioral
outcomes in a political context. The tested mod-
els support the idea that source credibility is an
important determinant of behavioral and infor-
mation outcomes in a political context as well
as the idea that attitude homophily may be a
key determinant of source credibility. Past stud-
ies looking at source credibility have found
that factors such as knowledge, credentials, and
strength of argument all increase source credi-
bility. However, these factors make less of an
impact in a political campaign situation, where
evaluations of credibility are shaped by motiva-
tional forces as well as cognitive forces (Lodge
& Taber, 2013). By extending what is already
known about key credibility factors to include
attitude homophily, this study provides evidence
that feelings of attitudinal similarity are impor-
tant to credibility evaluations in politics in a
way that is different from traditional strategic
communication situations.

Past research has demonstrated the homo-
geneity of groups on Facebook. We tend to
befriend and follow those who are attitudinally
similar to ourselves. On politician pages, the
majority of fans/followers are likely to be indi-
viduals who are already somewhat sympathetic
to the party the politician represents. Thus,
social networking sites offer a unique oppor-
tunity to politicians to enhance their perceived
credibility through increasing their perceived
attitudinal homophily. Facebook, for example,
offers many opportunities for politicians to per-
sonalize their fan pages, from their cover photo
to the information in the “About Me” section.
Barack Obama’s Facebook page is an excellent
example of this, where one can view photos of
the president eating ice cream on national Ice
Cream Day or candid photos of the president



378

with his team. Additionally, one can discover
his favorite music, books, and activities. These
types of information may serve to humanize
politicians, all of which contribute to building
attitude homophily. Future work should extend
this line of research and investigate strategies
that are more or less successful at increasing
attitudinal homophily.

Increasing attitudinal homophily is impor-
tant because of its ability to significantly
increase source credibility evaluations and sub-
sequent participation among online stakehold-
ers. Motivating and rallying the base can be the
difference between winning and losing an elec-
tion. Not only does attitude homophily increase
participation through source credibility, it also
uniquely increases the likelihood of participa-
tion, both in terms of voting as well as donating
time/money. Although these effects are pre-
dicted by party cues, the inclusion of these vari-
ables improves the model fit overall, suggesting
that campaigns may be able to use these strate-
gies to encourage participation beyond what
they would get otherwise. All of these activities
represent value to a campaign.

Additionally, this study provides evidence for
the idea that attitude homophily works through
source credibility to increase information credi-
bility. Past studies have shown that when voters
believe more strongly in their information (i.e.,
view their information as more credible) they are
better able to launch cognitive defenses against
contradicting or conflicting information. This
resistance to persuasion could help ensure that a
campaign’s supporters are not discouraged from
voting.

Finally, this study begins to bring together
literatures that, for all their similarities, rarely
speak to each other. This is especially true of the
attitude homophily and source credibility litera-
tures; this study provides early evidence for the
idea that these concepts are importantly related
to each other.

Practically, this study offers some insights
for political campaigns. To the extent that atti-
tude homophily can influence key credibility
and participation variables, especially among
young voters, strategies that enhance this feel-
ing of personal closeness should be employed by
the campaign. This could include activities such
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as posting about family activities, favored inter-
ests, or local community events in which the
politician takes a part. For example, the Obama
campaign recently posted a picture of the presi-
dent playing catch with a Secret Service member
on the lawn of the White House, while the Chris
Christie campaign posted a video of Christie’s
dance segment with Jimmy Fallon and prior to
that, a video of the governor dropping in on T-
ball practice. These types of interactions serve
to humanize politicians.

Additionally, social media are an important
place to highlight these types of activities.
Recent Pew data (Brenner, 2013) suggests that
34% of young adults aged 18-24 get their news
from social media. Therefore, community events
in which politicians participate that are usu-
ally covered by local news may not be reaching
much of the young adult demographic. As such,
continuing to highlight these community out-
reach efforts on social networking sites is crucial
for campaigns.

Finally, these findings offer insight into a
very unique role that social media may play in
the campaign communication mix. Prior to the
proliferation of owned assets, politicians were
largely forced to either rely on media cover-
age of community events or spend their own
money to include this information in direct-mail
pieces. Social media offer politicians a low-
cost way to promote and tailor messages, yet
little work has looked at what types of mes-
sages may be more or less suited to a social
media environment. Although social media have
largely been adopted by campaigns at all levels,
campaigns are only beginning to take advan-
tage of the opportunity to employ different types
of campaign messages for relatively low cost.
The results of this study suggest that cam-
paigns could and possibly should expand the
types of campaign messages they disseminate
via social networking sites to include more mes-
sages aimed at personalization of the politician.

There are a few limitations to this study
that need to be discussed. First, the sample
size of this study is small. Although the results
presented are significant, we suggest replica-
tion before generalizing to the public as a
whole. Second, although youth aged 18-24 still
make up the largest proportion of Facebook



Housholder and LaMarre

users, college students may be different, politi-
cally, than the general population (Sears, 1986).
However, there are still valuable generalizations
to be made, as the popular press has highlighted
that social networking sites are a key way that
politicians are able to interact with youth and
potentially gain the youth vote (Qualman, 2011).

Additionally, regarding the results of the
mediation models, it is important to highlight
possible limitations on the causal inferences
associated with these types of models. Some
scholars have suggested caution when inferring
causality from mediation models and have sug-
gested strategies (such as manipulation of key
mediators) for reducing bias in the point esti-
mates of the coefficients (Bullock, Green, &
Ha, 2010). Though other scholars have oftered
a counterpoint to Bullock et al.’s conclusions
(see for example, Kenny, 2008), we do not
wish to overstate the implications of our find-
ings. This study should be considered largely as
an exploratory look into the mechanisms fos-
tering source credibility in a political, social
media context and future work should continue
to manipulate and validate the variables outlined
here.

Overall, this study suggests many direc-
tions for future research. Central to the ques-
tion of source credibility is attitude homophily.
However, it is not known what features of social
networking sites lead to the greatest attitude
homophily. There are many ways that politi-
cians can interact on a personal level with their
fans (e.g., postings, information about them-
selves, shout-outs to friends/individual fans).
Future research should investigate these differ-
ent modalities for increasing personalization and
homophily. Additionally, future research should
expand to look at other social networking sites.
Recent research (Lee & Ahn, 2013) suggests
that different social networking sites result in
different attitudinal and behavioral outcomes.
As such, effective mechanisms for enhancing
attitude homophily may differ from one social
networking site to the next. Functionally, the
range of options available on Facebook differs
significantly from options available on Twitter,
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which in turn differ significantly from YouTube.
This type of research would help campaigns
develop an easy set of best practices for using
social media more effectively to communicate
with voters.

In conclusion, there is more work needed
to understand how features of specific social
networking sites can be optimized for strate-
gic uses. This study is an important first step,
as it affirms the importance of source credibil-
ity to the political process while also identify-
ing a key factor, attitude homophily, that may
be used to promote feelings of closeness to a
politician as well as enhance cognitive evalu-
ations of both politicians and the information
they present. Moreover, attitude homophily is
under the control of campaigns, which makes
it an essential part of strategically engaging in
online political messaging. Understanding the
underlying social-psychological processes that
influence perceptions of credibility can help
politicians and other political communicators to
more effectively tailor and target their messag-
ing. Future work in this area should begin to
investigate how attitude homophily and source
credibility can be manipulated by campaigns
to produce stronger attitudinal and behavioral
effects.

NOTES

1. Although the sample included all students, there
were some graduate students in the sample (16%) as well as
freshman who had not completed their first semester of col-
lege and therefore answered this question with “high school
graduate” (8%). Dropping these students did not substan-
tively change any results reported hereafter. As such, they
were left in the final models.

2. Competence: intelligent/unintelligent, untrained/
trained, inexpert/expert, informed/uninformed, competent/
incompetent, stupid/bright
Goodwill: cares/does not care about me, has/does not
have my interests at heart, self-centered/not self-centered,
concerned/unconcerned with me, insensitive/sensitive,
understanding /not understanding
Character: honest/dishonest, untrustworthy/trustworthy,
honorable/dishonorable, moral/immoral, unethical/ethi-
cal, phony/genuine
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3. All OLS models were run with and without demo-
graphic and political controls. Strictly speaking, random
assignment to condition should eliminate the need for
these controls. The results reported here do not change
with the inclusion of demographic and political controls
in the model. As such, the more parsimonious results were
reported here.

4. These numbers represent the upper and lower con-
fidence intervals.
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