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Summary

In the last decade, reliance on the Internet as a source of  information 
increased vastly and surpassed that of  traditional sources (Metzger, 
Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). However, compared to information gained via 
traditional sources, online information introduced new concerns about the 
credibility and trustworthiness due to its characteristics. Online environments 
involve a vast number of  sources, widespread anonymity, low barriers 
before public dissemination of  information, and adhere to no universal 
quality standards (Metzger et. al., 2010; Sundar, 2008). As a consequence 
of  these characteristics, information quality suffers while at the same time 
the responsibility of  making accurate truth judgements shifts to the users. 
Even though online sources require users to be vigilant fact checkers, people 
are often not motivated enough to engage in effortful verification of  online 
information (Metzger et al., 2010). Rather, users appear to rely on heuristic 
strategies and peripheral cues to evaluate the quality of  online information 
(Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). Although, so far some important heuristics 
have been identified or suggested to be of  influence, research is still far from 
a complete understanding of  how users derive truth judgments about online 
information. 

The present dissertation, with a novel application of  construal 
level theory (CLT; Trope & Liberman, 2010), aims to develop a better 
understanding of  how users make online truth judgments under uncertainty. 
CLT is a psychological theory that examines the relationship between the 
distance of  stimuli (or events, situations and actors) from people’s immediate 
reality and how they are mentally represented or in other words mentally 
construed. Stimuli can be spatially, temporally, socially and hypothetically 
proximal or distant from an observer. CLT refers to these different types 
of  distances as dimensions of  psychological distance (Liberman, Trope & 
Stephan, 2007). The first main assumption of  CLT is that psychological 
distance dimensions are cognitively interrelated because they determine the 
specific implications that stimuli can carry for people (Bar-Anan, Liberman, 
Trope & Algom, 2007; Liberman, et al., 2007; Trope & Liberman, 2010). 
Specifically, information on one dimension’s distance is expected to cue 
similar distances on other dimensions. For instance, a spatially distant 
location is expected to bring a temporally distant event to the mind rather 
than a temporally close one. The second main assumption of  CLT is that 
psychological distance of  stimuli and how stimuli are mentally represented 
are also cognitively interrelated (Bar-Anan, Liberman & Trope, 2006; 
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Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope & Liberman, 2006; Liberman, Trope, 
McCrea & Sherman, 2007; Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 
2010). Stimuli or events that are close to people’s immediate reality are 
represented concretely and in detail (i.e., low-level construal) whereas 
stimuli that are distant are represented abstractly and with less detail (i.e., 
high-level construal).

The present dissertation, in four empirical chapters, applied these two 
main assertions of  CLT (Trope & Liberman, 2010) to identify novel content 
based cognitive heuristics that can systematically affect credibility related 
perceptions such as believability, truth and likelihood judgments for online 
information. Firstly, we expected to find evidence for the interrelation among 
psychological distance dimensions in online message processing. Such a 
cognitive interrelation can be critical in predicting important likelihood 
judgments for online messages such as online news. The second main 
expectation of  the present dissertation was to observe enhanced credibility 
related outcomes (i.e., believability, truth) for online messages that involve a 
congruency between psychological distance and construal level. Specifically, 
we expected to find that online messages such as online news or tweets that 
involve close (vs. far) psychological distance cues will be perceived as more 
believable or truer when processed with a low-level (vs. high-level) construal 
mindset.

Main Findings

Interrelatedness of  Distance Dimensions in Online Information 
Processing
Results from Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 showed evidence for the 
interrelatedness of  distance dimensions in online information processing 
(Bar-Anan et al., 2007; Liberman, et al., 2007; Trope & Liberman, 2010). 
In Chapter 2, when participants were presented with tweets that involved 
high or low probability events (i.e., low hypothetical and high hypothetical 
distances), they matched these with spatially close or spatially far tweet 
sources according to CLT predictions. In other words, participants utilized 
the inherent psychological distance qualities of  online information and 
demonstrated that they expect tweets involving high probabilities to occur 
in spatially close locations and tweets involving low probabilities to occur 
in spatially distant locations. This association between spatial locations and 
event probabilities was strongest when participants were provided with all the 
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possible distance information (i.e., when participants were informed about 
two events –one with high and one with low probability– and two locations 
–one close and one distant). The association diminished when participants 
did not have access to the information about all possible distance matchings 
(i.e., when a close and a far location were presented with only one event 
probability). Therefore, while psychological distance information is utilized 
in online information processing and available psychological distance 
cues can be used to predict likelihood perceptions, there appeared to be a 
limitation in the sense that in order for the distance matching heuristic to be 
fully activated, all congruent and incongruent matching options need to be 
cognitively available.

Building on the findings of  Chapter 2, in Chapter 3, we examined 
how spatial and social distance information can simultaneously influence 
likelihood perceptions in online news messages. We showed that perceived 
spatial and social distance to a country can systematically influence the 
likelihood perceptions of  various events presented in online news reports. 
Our results showed that the likelihood perceptions of  ambiguous online news 
events (i.e., events that do not have a very high or very baseline credibility) 
increased to the extent that they occurred in socially close countries. Perceived 
spatial distance of  the country was also a significant predictor of  likelihood 
perceptions when used as sole predictor, however, this effect disappeared 
when social distance was included as a second predictor. This showed that, 
in the context of  online news that covers social events, social distance is 
a stronger predictor of  likelihood perceptions than spatial distance. This 
study provided further evidence that users utilize psychological distance 
cues when deciding whether events depicted in online news reports depict a 
likely or an unlikely scenario.

Interrelatedness of  Psychological Distance and Construal Levels 
in Online Information Processing
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 investigated whether users form a cognitive 
association between psychological distance and construal level during 
online message processing as suggested by CLT (Bar-Anan, et al., 2006; 
Fujita, et al., 2006; Liberman, et al., 2007; Liberman & Trope, 2008; 
Trope & Liberman, 2010). In Chapter 4, we have shown that news items 
about spatially distant locations are perceived to be more believable when 
processed with an abstract mindset. The same congruency effect was not 
observed for the condition where participants read about a news item in 
a spatially close location with a concrete mindset construal. We suggested 
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that the lack of  this effect could be due to the insufficient activation of  
psychological proximity in this study (see discussion section of  Chapter 4 
for further elaboration). In Chapter 5, we did not observe the congruency 
effect between psychological distance and construal level, however, we did 
observe a main effect of  psychological proximity: tweets that involve spatial 
closeness were rated more often as true compared to tweets that involve far 
spatial distances. Overall, the results from these two studies provided the 
initial evidence for the potential of  using congruency among psychological 
distance and construal level to enhance believability perceptions

Main Implications of the Findings

Psychological Distance Heuristic
Based on our findings, we propose two novel heuristics that can guide online 
credibility perceptions. The first heuristic, the “psychological distance heuristic”, 
asserts that psychological distance cues embedded in online message content 
can enhance believability of  information. This is based on the fact that 
psychological distance dimensions are interrelated and information that 
can mark psychological distance, such as spatial locations, time of  events 
and social actors that are embedded in the content of  online messages can 
systematically affect likelihood perceptions (Bar-Anan et al., 2007; Liberman, 
et al., 2007; Trope & Liberman, 2010). We assert that likelihood judgments 
are essentially indicators of  believability and truth as they determine whether 
something can (or did) actually happen in reality. Events that we deem to 
be very likely are events that can actually occur and, accordingly, we would 
more readily believe them compared to unlikely events. Therefore, messages 
that involve close psychological distances cues will activate the heuristic 
which would prime higher believability compared to messages that involve 
far psychological distances. Moreover, the psychological distance heuristic 
can cue believability also via concreteness of  representations. Concreteness 
and vividness have been linked with enhanced truth judgments (Hansen, & 
Wänke, 2007). Given that psychologically proximal stimuli are represented 
more concretely, vividly, and in greater detail compared to psychologically 
distant stimuli, this is also expected to contribute to enhanced truth 
judgments.
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Cue Congruency Heuristic
The second heuristic we propose is the “cue congruency heuristic” which asserts 
that a congruency between the perceived psychological distance instigated 
by distance cues embedded in online messages and construal level of  mental 
representations can enhance credibility related perceptions. This is based 
on the interrelation principle between psychological distance and construal 
level (Bar-Anan, et al., 2006; Fujita, et al., 2006; Liberman, et al., 2007; 
Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010). Due to this cognitive 
association, we expect information that involve congruent matching 
between psychological distance and construal level to be processed more 
fluently compared to incongruent matchings. Processing fluency marks 
the metacognitive feeling of  ease that occur during information processing 
and it has been linked to positive cognitions such as liking, confidence, and 
truth (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009, Reber & Schwarz, 1999; Winkielman, 
Schwarz, Fazendeiro, & Reber 2003). Therefore, we propose that online 
messages will be perceived as more believable to the extent that there is a 
congruency between psychological distance and construal level. However, 
in light of  our findings that did not confirm all predictions (for details, see 
Discussion chapter), we also emphasize that further research is necessary to 
find out the optimal ways of  achieving this congruency and demonstrating 
the effectiveness of  the cue congruency heuristic. 

Construal Level Theory Implications
Besides the implications for online cognitive heuristics literature, the present 
dissertation holds important implications for construal level theory as well. 
CLT has not been extensively examined in online communication contexts 
and there has not been a clear stand about whether the interrelatedness 
principle which is built on offline associations would transfer to online 
contexts. After all, in online contexts, distance dimensions do not carry the 
same implications as they do in the offline “real world”. For instance, the 
Internet is suggested to diminish spatial, social and temporal boundaries. 
Moreover, we more often experience incongruent distance dimensions 
simultaneously in online settings (Backstrom, Sun, & Marlow, 2010; Katz 
& Byrne, 2013; Norman, Tjomsland, & Huegel, 2016). For instance, we 
can have video conferences with spatially distant people in real time with 
ease and high realism, which of  course would not be possible within the 
confounds of  the physical world. Our findings shed some light into this 
question and revealed that psychological distance dimensions are similarly 
cognitively interrelated in online contexts as predicted by CLT. However, 
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we have also found that associations are stronger when distance dimensions 
are sufficiently activated and when psychological distance cues are useful 
and informative in the given context. Another CLT related implication of  
the present dissertation was to show that social distance could potentially 
be one of  the more essential dimension among the psychological distance 
dimensions. This is relevant because CLT debates about whether some 
dimensions are more “basic or influential” than the others (Trope & 
Liberman, 2010, p.444).  Our results provided initial empirical input for 
this debate and showed that in the context of  (online) social news events, 
social distance asserts a stronger influence on likelihood perceptions than 
spatial distance.

Practical Implications

The findings of  the present dissertation, and the two CLT-based heuristics 
that we proposed, carry important practical implications for fields such as 
marketing communication, risk communication, and journalism where 
psychological distance of  events or situations tends to act as a barrier 
before effective persuasion, engagement and pro-social behavior. In order 
to increase the effectiveness of  communication within these contexts, we 
recommend practitioners to reduce psychological distance in messages by 
presenting the issue as much as possible in psychologically close contexts. 
This can be achieved by making the psychologically proximal cues in the 
message more salient, by increasing concreteness of  descriptions or by 
discussing relevant consequences for contexts that are psychologically close 
to the recipients. Similarly, persuasiveness of  messages can be enhanced by 
creating a congruency between psychological distance of  the message and 
construal level of  mental representations. This could be done for instance 
by focusing on creating a “how” focus for psychologically close messages 
(i.e., how to fight climate change now) and a “why” focus for psychologically 
distance ones (i.e., why to fight climate change for future consequences). 
Such a congruency among psychological distance and construal level should 
ease information processing and enhance persuasion.




