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Alongside technological advances like affordable mobile devices and 
wireless Internet, people’s reliance on online information has reached 
unprecedented levels (Fox & Rainie, 2014). From news to health and from 
financial decisions to education, going online has become the norm for 
gathering information for practically any purpose (Fox & Duggan, 2013; 
Purcell, 2011; Purcell, Brenner & Rainie, 2012). As people’s encounters 
with and reliance on online information increased, so did the concerns 
regarding the quality of  available information and users’ abilities to discern 
that quality (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000; Hilligoss & Rieh, 2008; Johnson 
& Kaye, 2014, Sbaffi & Rowley, 2017). A combination of  factors including 
abundance of  information and lack of  universal information verification 
standards create challenges in discerning “fact from fiction, news from 
opinion, and scientific forecast from speculation” on the Internet (Johnson 
& Kaye, 2014, p.3). 

Even though, online information has become a part of  daily life, many 
people appear not to be up to the challenge of  scrutinizing the information 
they get online due to a lack of  online literacy skills, time or motivation 
(Cheever & Rokkum, 2015; Metzger, Flanagin, Markov, Grossman & Bulger, 
2015). Indeed, instead of  assessing information quality in ways that require 
time and motivation such as by verifying the source of  the information or 
information recentness, people are observed to rely not on elaborate but 
rather effortless strategies. For instance, people may choose to believe a 
piece of  information if  it is “liked” or shared by others (Metzger, Flanagin 
& Medders, 2010), if  the visual design of  the website is appealing (Fogg et 
al., 2003), or simply because the information is presented together with a 
photograph (Sundar, 2008, see also Newman, Garry, Bernstein, Kantner 
& Lindsay, 2012). The preference to rely on easily accessible cues to judge 
online information instead of  opting for verification methods that require 
effort led researchers to propose cognitive heuristics as the core mechanism that 
online users typically rely on to judge the veracity of  online information 
(Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Metzger, et al., 2010; Sundar, 2008; Sundar, 
Knobloch‐Westerwick & Hastall, 2007). 

This dissertation contributes, with a novel approach, to the efforts of  
identifying cognitive heuristics that guide online information evaluation. 
By adopting the Construal Level Theory as our main framework (CLT; 
Trope & Liberman, 2003, 2010), we propose that CLT’s central concepts 
– psychological distance and construal level – and related assertions can 
be used to identify and understand a set of  yet unexamined heuristic 
processes that guide online information evaluation. Specifically, we 
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examine how psychological distance information embedded in the message 
content and people’s mindset orientations of  representing the information 
(i.e., concreteness or abstractness) can influence probability, truth and 
believability perceptions of  online information such as online news and 
social media messages. In the following sections of  this chapter we provide 
the rationale for investigating online information evaluation, summarize the 
literature on online cognitive heuristics, explain the current approach of  
applying Construal Level Theory to the evaluation of  online judgements 
and finally present an overview of  the chapters of  this dissertation. 

Why Should We Investigate Online Information 
Evaluation?

There are at least three main reasons why it is crucial to investigate how 
people evaluate online information. These are: the increased reliance on 
online information on important topics, concerns about information quality 
on the Internet, and the characteristics of  online information that make it a 
challenge to judge information quality effectively.

Reliance on Online Information
As of  2017, around half  of  the world’s population has access to the Internet 
– a 20% increase compared to just five years earlier in 2012 – and around 
two thirds of  the population has a smart phone (Ericsson, 2017; Kemp, 
2017). As the Internet permeates people’s lives, it also increasingly becomes 
the primary source of  information on important topics (Biddix, Chun & 
Park, 2011; Devine, Broderick, Harris, Wu, & Hilfiker, 2016; Morahan-
Martin, 2004; Purcell, 2011; Sbaffi & Rowley, 2017). For instance, according 
to Dr. Roni Zeiger, Google’s chief  health strategists, “on any given day, more 
people are posing health questions to Google than posing health questions to 
their doctors” (Cohen, 2010). In 2013, a study using representative sample 
of  the U.S population showed that 59% of  the U.S. adults use the Internet 
for health-related searches while 35% of  them use it to try to diagnose 
themselves (Fox & Duggan, 2013). Similarly, going online was found to be 
the most popular way of  finding health-related information among Dutch 
people in 2013 (van de Belt et al., 2013). 

Next to health information, people use the Internet as the main 
information source for another important topic: the news. A recent study, 
using a representative sample of  over 70,000 people from 36 countries, 
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showed that especially among younger generations going online is by far the 
most common way of  accessing news (Newman, Fletcher, Kalegeropoulos, 
Levy, & Nielson, 2017). Among young adults between the age of  18-24, 
64% and between the age of  25-34, 58% use online sources as their main 
source of  news compared to 24% and 29% for TV respectively. Moreover, 
across the world, accessing news via social media sites such as Facebook and 
Twitter as well as via messaging applications such as Facebook Messenger 
and WhatsApp are on the rise (Newman, et al., 2017; Morris, Counts, 
Roseway, Hoff & Schwarz, 2012). For instance, almost 70% of  Americans 
receive some of  their news via such social media sites that do not go under 
any editorial processes (Shearer & Gottfried, 2017).  

Besides searching for information about health and news, people 
increasingly rely on online sources to find information about products and 
services to shop, for educational and academic reasons, and to be informed 
about and communicate with other people. For instance, in 2016 more than 
half  of  the people (55%) in the EU shopped online – amounting to more 
than 500 billion Euros of  transactions – compared to 45% in 2010 and 15% 
in 2007 (Eurostat, 2016). Increased use of  the Internet for commerce  is also 
reflected in the revenue and number of  users of  online retailers: Amazon.
com, Inc., the world’s largest online retailer, has more than doubled its 
revenue between 2012 (61.09 billion USD) and 2016 (135.99 billion USD) 
(Amazon, 2017) and Alibaba, another e-commerce giant with the world’s 
highest amount of  sales, similarly more than doubled their number of  users 
between since 2014, reaching 549 million active monthly mobile users in 
2017 (Alibaba Group, 2014; 2017). 

Similar to online shopping, people’s reliance on online sources for 
educational purposes has been increasing as well (Biddix, et al., 2011; 
Graham & Metaxas, 2003; Jones, Johnson-Yale, Millermaier, & Pérez, 
2008; Jones & Madden, 2002; Metzger, Flanagin & Zwarun 2003). While 
online sources and search engines like Wikipedia and Google Scholar have 
become the primary information source for students, offering online courses 
and adoption of  blended learning methods have become common place in 
academic institutions (Konieczny, 2016; Porter, Graham, Spring, & Welch, 
2014). 

Finally, and perhaps most apparently, nowadays the Internet has become 
an indispensable communication medium globally. Across the world, social 
media penetration rates are still rising with 69% of  all adults in the U.S. and 
70% in the Netherlands having reported to use some type of  social media – 
most of  them on a daily basis – in 2016 (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 
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2016; Greenwood, Perrin, & Duggan, 2016; Poushter, 2017). Today, the 
reasons for using social media are not only limited to communicating with 
one’s social network but include other motivations such as following news, 
finding jobs, getting direct information from politicians, brands, celebrities 
or practically from any company or person around the world; which 
deems social media an important and frequently used information source 
(Johnson & Kaye, 2015; Kwak, Lee, Park, & Moon, 2010; Morris et al., 
2012; Nadkarni & Hofman, 2012; Shearer & Gottfried, 2017; Tosun, 2012). 
In conclusion, as the Internet became deeply embedded in people’s lives, 
almost as an invisible extension that can be accessed seamlessly, it has also 
become very natural to frequently rely on it for various types of  information.

Concerns about the Quality of  Online Information
As reliance on online information increased, so did the concerns regarding 
the quality of  online information and the potential risks of  failing to 
assess information quality effectively (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; 2008; 
Lewandowsky, Ecker, & Cook, 2017; Lewandowsky, Ecker, Seifert, Schwarz, 
& Cook; 2012; Metzger et al., 2003; Morahan-Martin, 2004; Wathen & 
Burkell, 2002). Given the vast amount of  online sources as well as the lack 
of  universal quality standards, the information quality on the Internet 
tends to vary greatly (Agichtein, Castillo, Donato, Gionis, & Mishne, 2008; 
Kitchens, Harle, & Li, 2014; Tao, LeRouge, Smith, & De Leo, 2017). While 
excellent information sources can be found on the Internet, information with 
questionable quality, or misinformation, is also commonplace (Anderson & 
Rainie, 2017; del Vicario et al., 2016; Piper, 2001). For instance, the quality 
of  online health information often seems to be problematically low whereby 
in many cases it is shown to be incomplete, wrong or misleading, which 
can influence important health decisions negatively (Bernstam et al., 2008, 
Boyer, Shannon, & Hibberd, 2001; Brush, Bird & Boyer, 2004; Chung, 
Oden, Joyner, Sims, & Moon, 2012; Devine et al., 2016; Eysenbach, Powell, 
Kus, & Sa, 2002; Kata, 2010; Stvilia, Mon, & Yi; 2009). 

Next to misinformation that can occur inadvertently, deliberate 
misinformation (i.e., disinformation), which can take various forms such as 
propaganda, frauds, hoaxes, spams, and spoofs are also in abundance on 
the Internet (Chen, Conroy, & Rubin, 2015; Johnson & Kaye, 2014; Morris 
et al., 2012; Rubin, Chen, & Conroy, 2015). For instance, many people fall 
victim to online financial frauds and scams as they fail to recognize scam 
messages, fake websites or reviews and end up buying counterfeit goods or 
services that do not exist which lead to losses amounting to billions of  Euros 
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yearly (Button, Nicholls, Kerr & Owen, 2014; Grant, 2017). Besides these 
online financial scams, disinformation is also very common with regards to 
online news. In fact, following the 2016 U.S presidential elections, the term 
“fake news”, referring to the widespread disinformation in online news has 
gained immense popularity in public discourse (although the term has later 
on been adopted by U.S. President Donald Trump to refer to opposition 
news media). For instance, during the election period, the top 20 false news 
stories received more engagement (i.e., clicks, shares etc.) on Facebook 
than the top 20 actual news stories from 19 major media outlets (Chang, 
Lefferman, Pedersen, & Martz, 2016).

 Next to political news, it is also common to observe floods of  
misinformation and disinformation on social media following tragic events 
like disasters or terror attacks, which can lead to panic, dangerous situations 
or even false accusations of  people (Gupta, Lamba, Kumaraguru, & 
Joshi, 2013; Levin, 2017; Madrigal, 2017; Mendoza, Poblete & Castillo, 
2010; Morrison, 2017; Zubiaga & Ji, 2014). Besides such direct negative 
consequences, disinformation has also been shown to have detrimental 
effects on accepting real facts and general trust to institutions, as well as 
being a threat to the “intellectual well-being of  a society” (Lewandowsky, 
et al., 2017, p. 2). Disinformation can be especially dangerous considering 
that once people believe incorrect information, it becomes very difficult to 
convince people otherwise, because correction attempts may even lead to 
strengthening of  the beliefs in the wrong information (Chan, Jones, Hall, & 
Albarracin, 2017; Lewandowsky, et al., 2012). 

In conclusion, people frequently encounter misinformation and 
disinformation on the Internet - and negative consequences follow when 
they fail to judge the veracity of  such information accurately (Barthel, 
Mitchell, & Holcomb, 2016; Button et al., 2014; Flanagin & Metzger, 
2008; Mendoza et al., 2010; Sbaffi & Rowley, 2017; Zubiaga & Ji, 2014). 
Therefore, it becomes an increasingly urgent task to unravel the different 
factors underlying people’s processing and evaluation of  online information.

Characteristics of  Online Information
There are several reasons as to why the quality of  information can be 
problematic on the Internet as well as why it is more challenging for users 
to discern that quality (Danielson, 2006; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; 2008, 
Metzger et al., 2003, Metzger et al., 2010; Rieh & Danielson, 2007). Firstly, 
the immense amount of  easily accessible information provided by the 
Internet is a new phenomenon for the users. This unprecedented vastness 



Introduction 15

of  information can be overwhelming and therefore can negatively influence 
the effective processing of  information (Li, 2017; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; 
Morahan-Martin, 2004). As a consequence of  the vastness of  available 
information, online information ends up becoming less regulated and less 
often filtered by professional gatekeepers (Metzger et al., 2003; Metzger 
& Flanagin 2013; Rieh & Danielson, 2007). In contrast to professional 
guidelines journalists adhere to, users on the Internet may refrain from 
following such quality standards when posting or sharing information- 
simply put anyone can publish anything they want on the Internet (Flanagin 
& Metzger, 2008; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013).

Secondly, sources and sometimes content of  online information can be 
hard to verify. Especially for social media messages, the original sources can 
be hard to identify due to factors like anonymity and the rapid bouncing of  
information among multiple users (Danielson, 2006; Johnson & Kaye, 2014). 
Next to that, social network sites like Twitter can be the only source during 
breaking news and ongoing emergency situations making the information 
hard to compare and verify with other sources (Hu et al., 2012; Kwak et al., 
2010; Zubiaga & Ji, 2014).

Finally, digital information can be easily altered or manipulated, while 
it is often difficult to detect such manipulations (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; 
Metzger et al., 2003; Morris et al., 2012). One related reason as to why it 
is difficult to distinguish content prepared by experts versus non-experts, 
promotional versus non-promotional content, or correct versus incorrect 
information is because all content tends to be presented similarly online; for 
instance, a tweet or a Facebook post depicting fake information can visually 
look identical to one that depicts correct information (Eysenbach, 2008). 
In conclusion, due to the vast amount of  unregulated information, the 
difficulty of  locating information sources and distinguishing potential digital 
manipulations, online users face an ambiguous information environment 
on the Internet – one in which the lion’s share of  responsibility for finding 
reliable information rests on their own shoulders.

How Do Users Evaluate Online Information?

Considering the frequent use of  online information for important reasons, 
widespread presence of  low quality information and the characteristics of  
online information, it might be expected that users carefully evaluate the 
information they find on the Internet. However, studies show that, even 
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if  users may acknowledge the problematic nature of  online information 
quality, they nevertheless tend to favor convenience over quality and do not 
thoroughly assess the information they get (Biddix, et al., 2011; Flanagin & 
Metzger, 2000; 2007; Fogg et al., 2003; Graham & Metaxas, 2003; Metzger 
et al., 2003; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Rieh & Hilligos, 2008; Shenton 
& Dixon, 2004). Typically, users do not go beyond the first page of  search 
results (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2009; Morahan-Martin, 2004), do not 
invest enough time to carefully read information (Counts & Fisher, 2011; 
Robins & Holmes, 2008) and only rarely or occasionally verify important 
factors such as the source or the recentness of  information or cross-check 
the content with other sources on the Internet (Graham & Metaxas, 2003; 
Metzger et al., 2003). Instead of  adhering to effortful verification strategies, 
people rely on easily accessible peripheral cues when forming credibility 
judgments (Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010; Fogg et al., 2003; Wathen 
& Burkell, 2002). For instance, the visual design, ease of  use and interactivity 
of  websites are among the most important factors that influence credibility 
perceptions for information content (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; Fogg et 
al., 2003; Robins & Holmes, 2008; Robins, Holmes & Stansbury, 2010; 
Sbaffi & Rowley, 2017, Sillence, Briggs, Harris, & Fishwick, 2007; Wathen 
& Burkell, 2002). In general, converging evidence from several studies point 
out that convenience factors such as ease of  access and speed are the main 
considerations when finding information while credibility is often sacrificed 
in due process (Biddix, et al., 2011; Currie, Devlin, Emde, & Graves, 2010; 
Rieh & Hilligoss, 2008; Shenton & Dixon, 2004). 

The tendency of  users to prioritize convenience and rely on peripheral 
cues when judging online information led researchers to propose cognitive 
heuristics as one of  the main processes that guide online information 
processing (Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Metzger, Flanagin & Medders, 2010; 
Hilligos & Rieh, 2008; Sundar, 2008; Sundar, et al., 2007). Heuristics are 
mental shortcuts, attributions and strategies that ignore parts of  information 
and reduce effort (i.e., time, mental capacity) in order to avoid more 
effortful processes when making decisions or solving problems (Gigerenzer 
& Gaissmaier, 2011). It is suggested that people resort to heuristics because 
they have limited information processing abilities, low motivation or when 
they are under uncertainty (Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989; Fiske & 
Taylor, 1991; Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 2002; Lang, 2000; Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1986). While employing heuristics is not a new phenomenon in 
human cognition, the frequency with which people face vast amounts of  
ambiguous information on the Internet warrants investigation of  heuristics 
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that people rely on when evaluating online information (Flanagin & Metzger, 
2008; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). 

Online Heuristics that Guide Information Evaluation
To date a number of  different heuristics that might influence processing 
and evaluation of  online information have been suggested (Hilligos & Reih, 
2008; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Metzger, Flanagin & Medders, 2010; 
Sundar 2008). Among these, the MAIN model by Sundar (2008) focuses 
on the cues that can stem from the technological features of  digital media. 
According to the MAIN model, digital media technology can provide cues 
based on different affordances relating to its modality, agency, interactivity, 
and navigability which in turn can activate certain heuristics and influence 
how people evaluate and interact with information. For instance, according 
to the realism heuristic- a modality based heuristic, people should trust 
information more when the information is presented in multiple modalities 
(i.e., audiovisual vs. only textual) as the information would resemble the 
real world more closely with the addressing of  multiple senses (Sundar, 
2008). An interactivity related affordance, to provide another example, is 
the activity heuristic. According to the activity heuristic, digital technologies 
can cue different levels of  activity based on the interactivity they offer (i.e., 
a game controller would be more active than a mouse). Depending on 
people’s moods this might cue credibility perceptions via triggered feelings 
of  dynamism (Sundar, 2008). The MAIN model proposes several of  these 
technology-based cues and heuristics for each of  the four affordances.

While the MAIN model proposes heuristics that can be activated by 
the technological features of  media, Metzger and colleagues propose other 
heuristics that rest more on the social aspects of  online information (Metzger 
et al., 2010, Metzger & Flanagin, 2013). Firstly, the reputation heuristic refers 
to users’ tendency to judge the credibility of  online content based on their 
familiarity with the information source and potentially at the expense of  
information content. Secondly, the endorsement heuristic (see also bandwagon 
heuristic by Sundar, 2008) suggests that people believe online information 
when other people also do. People might solely rely on endorsement from 
others (i.e., reviews, “likes”) to judge believability and may ignore the actual 
content of  the information or the source. Thirdly the consistency heuristic 
refers to a strategy whereby users believe information if  they can find it 
on different websites or sources. Even though such cross-checking may 
appear to be an effortful strategy, it is often done superficially and at a face 
value while ignoring other important credibility indicators. The fourth 
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heuristic identified by Metzger et al., (2010) is the self-confirmation heuristic 
and it refers to believing in information more strongly to the extent that it 
is consistent with one’s own previous beliefs and convictions. Support for 
the self-confirmation heuristic has been observed with health information 
seekers as well (Fox & Rainie, 2003; Sillence, 2007).  On a side note, this 
heuristic appears to resonate well with the recently popular concept of  
“post-truth” which refers to the people’s tendency to believe in information 
and make decisions based on emotional and appealing arguments that have 
no factual basis. The fifth heuristic is the expectancy violation heuristic and it 
suggests that if  a website does not fulfill the user’s expectations –be it on 
accounts of  layout, appearance, functionality, grammar mistakes– it will not 
be deemed credible. Finally, the persuasive intent heuristic is activated when 
users unexpectedly suspect ulterior motives, such as when advertisements, 
or pop-ups appear, which then will decrease the credibility perceptions of  
the source (Metzger et al., 2010; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013).

While previous research identified important cognitive heuristics that 
users may employ when processing and evaluating online information, these 
heuristics mostly address structural features, social interactions between 
users, and users’ expectations (Metzger et al., 2010; Metzger & Flanagin, 
2013; Sundar, 2008). The present dissertation aims to complement this 
prior work by focusing on a novel set of  cues based on the content of  online 
information, specifically the psychological distance information embedded 
within the content of  online messages and the way this information is 
mentally represented (i.e., abstractly vs. concretely). By examining how 
psychological distance information influences the evaluation of  a message 
as a whole, we take the first steps of  highlighting a set of  novel heuristics that 
users potentially rely on when assessing believability of  online information.

The Present Approach: Application of Construal Level 
Theory to Evaluation of Online Messages

Construal Level Theory
Construal level theory is a social psychological theory that investigates 
evaluations, predictions and behavioral intentions for various situations 
by focusing on the distance of  stimuli (e.g., people, events, actions) and 
how concretely or abstractly the stimuli are mentally represented (Trope 
& Liberman, 2000, 2003, 2010). The first main concept used within the 
CLT framework is psychological distance. Psychological distance refers 
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to the perceived distance of  stimuli from people’s immediate experiences. 
People’s immediate experiences are usually centered on the here, now, on 
the self  and on reality. Therefore, stimuli or events can be distanced from 
this center on four dimensions: space, time, social distance and hypothetical 
distance. Spatial and temporal distances simply refer to the perceived 
physical and temporal distances of  events: is it taking place here and now 
or in a distant location and in the future or the past? Social distance refers 
to the people involved in a situation. Is the event about the self, respectively 
people socially close to the self  (i.e., close friends or similar people), or does 
it involve socially distant others? The hypotheticality dimension reflects the 
probabilistic side of  an event: is it a certain situation (e.g., is it raining?) or is 
it hypothetical (e.g., it might be raining)? 

When stimuli or events are closer to center of  experience on these four 
dimensions, they are said to have low psychological distance. As distance of  
situations increase on these dimensions, they become psychologically more 
distant. The second main concept of  CLT is the construal level. According 
to CLT, mental representations of  stimuli can change from being specific, 
detailed, contextualized and concrete (e.g., typing on the keyboard) to being 
increasingly more generalized, decontextualized and abstract (e.g., writing 
a dissertation, investing in future, working on fulfillment). CLT refers to 
concrete representations as having a low-level construal and abstract 
representations as a high-level construal. 

 The first main assertion of  CLT is that the four dimensions of  
distance; namely the spatial, temporal, social and hypothetical distances 
are interrelated because they all define ways that stimuli can be distant 
from immediate experience and map unto the more general sense of  
psychological distance (Bar-Anan, Liberman, Trope & Algom, 2007; 
Liberman, Trope & Stephan, 2007; Trope & Liberman, 2010; Wakslak, 
2012, Wright et al., 2012). According to CLT, information about one of  the 
four distances should activate the general concept of  psychological distance 
automatically and cue the other distance dimensions even if  they are not 
related to the task at hand (Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 
2010). For example, providing information about the temporal distance 
of  an event (e.g., a long time ago) should activate the event’s distance on 
other dimensions automatically (e.g., in a faraway location; spatial distance). 
This association between psychological distance dimensions has been 
demonstrated in several empirical studies (Bar-Anan et al., 2007; Wakslak, 
2012, Wright et al., 2012) and received neuroscientific support via studies 
showing common cortical metrics in the brain for the activation of  different 
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distance dimensions (Parkinson, Liu & Wheatley, 2014). In summary, due to 
the common meaning – psychological distance – shared by different distance 
dimensions, when people think that a stimulus is distant on one dimension 
they are more likely to deem it also distant on another dimension. 

The second main assertion of  CLT is that the psychological distance 
of  stimuli and construal level of  their representations are interrelated 
(Bar-Anan, Liberman & Trope, 2006; Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope 
& Liberman, 2006; Liberman, Trope, McCrea & Sherman, 2007; 
Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010). According to CLT, 
representations of  stimuli become more abstract as they become more 
removed from people’s immediate experience, or in other words, with 
increased psychological distance. While psychologically close stimuli can 
be represented in more detailed, contextualized and specific ways (i.e., low 
construal level), the representations become more decontextualized and 
abstract as psychological distance increases (i.e., high construal level). For 
instance, if  you would have to describe how your day will be like tomorrow, 
you could paint a very detailed picture by providing specifics such as what 
you will wear, who you will meet, what kind of  tasks you will do; however, 
if  you would have to describe your day six months from now you would 
probably have to present a more generalized story with less details such 
as going to work and coming back home. This is because people tend to 
have more information within close psychological distances and therefore 
can represent them more specifically, whereas in order to transcend beyond 
their immediate reality of  here and now, people need to extract the gist of  a 
situation, i.e., form abstract representations that would still be applicable in 
far and unknown situations (Liberman & Trope, 2008). 

The CLT framework has been successfully applied in the past to 
illuminate various cognitive and affective outcomes such as the preferences 
to focus on peripheral features versus central features of  decisions, feasibility 
versus desirability concerns, short-term versus long-term goals, positive 
versus negative sides of  outcomes, salience of  values, self-control, negotiation, 
risk and fear perceptions, experiencing of  negative and positive affect (Eyal, 
Liberman, Trope, & Walther, 2004; Fujita et al., 2008; Soderberg, Callahan, 
Kochersberger, Amit, & Ledgerwood, 2015; Trope & Liberman, 2000, 
2010; van Lent, Sungur, Kunneman, van de Velde, Das, 2017; Williams, 
Stein & Galguera, 2014). More importantly for this dissertation, the CLT 
framework has also been applied to outcomes such as likelihood and truth 
perceptions in a few studies (Hansen & Wänke, 2010; Henderson, Fujita, 
Trope, & Liberman, 2006; Wakslak, 2012; Wright et al., 2012). Wakslak has 
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demonstrated an important link between CLT and believability by showing 
that likelihood perceptions regarding an event are influenced by the event’s 
temporal and spatial distance to the observer (Wakslak, 2012). Specifically, 
she found that in a betting scenario, people were more willing to bet on 
a favorite fighter (i.e., a likely outcome) if  the boxing venue was close by 
versus when it was far away. Whereas people were more willing to bet on 
an underdog (i.e., an unlikely outcome) if  the boxing venue was far away 
rather than close by. Similarly, Wakslak has shown that, people expect to 
receive a common hand in a poker game in earlier rounds of  the game (vs. 
later hands) and a rare hand in later rounds of  the game (vs. earlier rounds; 
Wakslak, 2012).

Together, these findings provide initial evidence for the first assertion 
of  CLT that people form an association among dimensions with similar 
psychological distances and more specifically that people assign higher 
probabilities to events if  they are associated with closer distances and 
vice versa. Two other prior studies have established another important 
link between CLT and credibility related perceptions by showing that 
concreteness and low-level construal enhance truth perceptions (Hansen & 
Wänke, 2010; Wright et al., 2012). In these studies, participants primed 
to have low-level construal were found to judge subsequent marketing 
statements (Wright et al., 2012) and trivia statements (Hansen & Wänke, 
2010) as truer compared to participants primed to have high-level construal. 
Similarly, concretely written statements were found to be judged as truer 
compared to abstractly written statements (Hansen & Wänke, 2010). 

Finally, congruency among different CLT elements has also been 
shown to enhance truth perceptions (Hansen & Wänke, 2010; Wakslak, 
2012). The first type of  congruency used in these earlier studies was achieved 
by presenting information that contains consistent psychological distance 
dimensions. For instance, statements were perceived to be truer when they 
included both spatially and temporally close (e.g., “you” with “yesterday”) 
or spatially and temporally distant information (e.g., “your friend” with 
“last year”) instead of  including a mix of  close and far distances (e.g., “you” 
with “last year”) (Wright et al., 2012). The second type of  congruency was 
created by matching the linguistic construal of  statements with the construal 
level of  mental representations (Hansen & Wänke, 2010). Hansen and 
Wänke (2010), showed that reading concretely written statements while 
maintaining a low-level construal and reading abstractly written statements 
when maintaining a high-level construal  increased truth perceptions for the 
statements compared to when the linguistic construal was incongruent with 
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the mindset construal (e.g., reading an abstract text with a concrete mindset). 
A third type of  congruency has been achieved by matching the linguistic 
construal of  statements with spatial distance cues (Hansen &Wänke, 2010). 
Truth perceptions for concretely written statements (vs. abstractly written 
statements) were enhanced when they were presented on spatially close 
(vs. spatially distant) locations of  landscape photos. The enhanced truth 
judgments based on these different congruencies among the different CLT 
elements have been attributed to ease of  processing or processing fluency 
(Alter & Oppenheimer, 2006; Reber & Schwarz, 1999). It is suggested that, 
when information is processed easily as opposed to difficultly, the arising 
feeling of  ease leads to positive cognitions such as confidence, liking and 
truth (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2009; Reber & Schwarz, 1999; Winkielman, 
Schwarz, Fazendeiro, & Reber, 2003).

In conclusion, CLT is a psychological theory that can be applied to 
investigate various different cognitive and affective outcomes based on the 
psychological distance of  stimuli and different levels of  representations 
(Soderberg et al., 2015). The few studies that applied the CLT framework 
to judgments about probabilities and truth provided initial evidence that 
people perceive events as more real or hypothetical based on where and 
when they take place, and that concreteness, low-level construals and certain 
congruencies within the CLT elements can enhance truth perceptions 
(Hansen & Wänke, 2010; Wakslak, 2012; Wright et al., 2012). While these 
studies conducted in offline contexts have separately established links 
between CLT elements and credibility related outcomes, so far, the CLT 
framework has not been systematically applied to understanding factors that 
influence how people process and believe online information.

The Present Approach
In the present dissertation, we build on the few first studies that applied CLT 
to credibility related outcomes in offline contexts and aim to contribute to 
the understanding of  heuristic evaluations of  online credibility perceptions 
(Hansen & Wänke, 2010; Wakslak, 2012; Wright et al., 2012). By adopting a 
CLT framework, we can systematically investigate the role of  psychological 
distance information embedded in online message contents, i.e., psychological 
distance cues, as well as the role of  construal level of  representations in online 
information processing. Such an application of  the CLT framework offers 
wide implications for online credibility perceptions firstly because online 
messages, not unlike other messages, frequently contain psychological 
distance cues such as spatial locations (e.g., where did it happen?) or social 
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actors (e.g., who was involved?). However, unlike offline contexts, online 
contexts also offer unique psychological distance cues. For instance, messages 
in social media often contain geotags, timestamps, various rich social cues 
(e.g., what someone likes or thinks, how they live and whether these are 
similar or dissimilar to the self) and hypotheticalities (e.g., events people are 
participating in or interested in participating in the future). 

Given that psychological distance dimensions are interrelated (Bar-Anan 
et al., 2007; Trope & Liberman, 2010; Wakslak, 2012), it might be possible 
to predict how likely or probable (i.e., hypotheticality dimension) a piece of  
online information will be perceived based on the available psychological 
distance cues. For instance, would an online message seem to present a 
more or a less likely situation based on where it is happening or whom it is 
happening to? According to CLT, we would for instance expect that people 
associate highly probable (vs. improbable) messages with psychologically 
close (vs. psychologically far) locations. Considering that people frequently 
have to make decisions under uncertainty on the Internet, understanding 
how likelihood perceptions are heuristically instigated by psychological 
distance cues can prove valuable for online credibility research. 

Relatedly, it should be noted that nowadays online technologies 
might confound associations between psychological distance dimensions 
compared to what people experience in the offline world (Backstrom, Sun, 
& Marlow, 2010; Katz & Byrne, 2013; Norman, Tjomsland, & Huegel, 
2016). For instance, it has become natural to interact with high realism and 
in real time with spatially distant others via online video conferencing tools. 
Similarly, it has become equally natural to ignore a message such as an e-mail 
coming from a person sitting perhaps in the same room with the receiver. 
In this respect, whether, for example, spatial distance has still the same 
meaning in an online environment as compared to offline environments is 
debated (Cumiskey, 2011; Guadagno, Muscanell, Rice, & Roberts, 2013; 
Kaltenbrunner et al., 2012; Lim, Cha, Park, Lee &Kim, 2012; Norman et 
al., 2016). Therefore, an application of  the CLT framework to understanding 
online information evaluation can also provide answers to the questions of  
whether psychological distance dimensions are similarly associated in online 
contexts and whether spatial distance still matters online.  

 Secondly, next to investigating the influence of  existing psychological 
distance cues, the present application of  the CLT framework also allows for 
the investigation of  message presentation strategies that could possibility 
boost credibility related perceptions. For instance, following the second 
main assumption of  CLT, which asserts that low-level construals are more 
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consistent with psychologically close distances and high-level construals are 
more consistent with psychologically far distances (Bar-Anan et al., 2006; 
Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010), it might be possible 
to enhance believability of  online messages by congruently matching the 
psychological distance cues in messages with the construal level of  their 
representations. Based on CLT, we would expect online messages that 
contain proximal psychological distance cues to be perceived as more 
believable or true if  they are read with concrete mindsets whereas online 
messages that contain far psychological distance cues should be perceived as 
more believable when matched with an abstract mindset. 

 In conclusion in this dissertation, by adopting a CLT framework, 
we investigated heuristic evaluations online information. Specifically, we 
examined the role of  psychological distance cues in message contents 
and construal level of  people’s mindsets on credibility related outcomes 
such as likelihoods, believability and truth perceptions. Investigating 
the influence of  psychological distance cues in online messages offers a 
unique opportunity to identify potential content-based heuristics that can 
influence judgments independent of  factors such as source or design and 
that could be applied to a wide range of  messages. Moreover, investigation 
of  the link between psychological distance cues and mindset construal offers 
possibilities to discover online communication strategies that can enhance 
credibility related perceptions. Below we provide an overview of  chapters in 
this dissertation.

Chapters Overview

Chapter 2:  In this chapter, we investigated the first assumption of  CLT 
that different psychological distance dimensions are interrelated. In four 
experiments, we examined whether spatial distance and hypothetical distance 
(e.g., probability or likelihood) are associated in an online communication 
context. Results showed that people do indeed form associations between 
the probability and spatial distance cues presented within tweets. In general, 
people matched a tweet describing a probable event with a nearby location 
and a tweet describing a low probability event with a distant location. This 
association was stronger when comparisons between events (low vs. high 
probability) and locations (near vs. far) were both available (Studies 1 and 
2) compared to when only one comparison was presented (Studies 3 and 
4). These studies provided initial evidence for the association between 
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psychological distance dimensions in online settings and more specifically 
suggest that people heuristically form expectations between the likelihood 
perceptions of  events depicted in social media messages and the spatial 
location of  these events. 

Chapter 3: This chapter also built on the first assertion of  CLT 
relating to the association between psychological distance dimensions. 
However, in this chapter we examined the association among several 
dimensions simultaneously. Using a survey design, we examined whether 
likelihood perceptions of  various online news events are influenced based 
on the perceived spatial and social distance of  the location (i.e., country) of  
the events. We found that the same news events with ambiguous baseline 
probabilities (i.e., an event that is not very unlikely or very likely to occur) 
seemed more probable to the extent that they occurred in socially close 
countries. This study enabled us to compare the relative influence of  spatial 
and social distances on likelihood judgments. These findings imply that 
social distance is more informative for people to represent news events 
than spatial distance and therefore more influential in cueing likelihood 
perceptions regarding online news.

Chapter 4: In an experiment we applied the second assumption of  
CLT which asserts that psychological distance of  events and how concretely 
or abstractly they are represented (i.e., construal level) are interrelated. In 
this study, we tested whether believability perceptions of  an online news 
article would be enhanced when people’s mindset orientations (i.e., having 
a concrete vs. abstract mindset) match with the psychological distance 
cues within the news (i.e., occurring in a spatially close vs. far country). As 
hypothesized, believability of  the online news report was enhanced when 
people maintained an abstract mindset and read the news that occurred in 
a spatially distant location. Contrary to our predictions, believability was 
not enhanced when the news including a spatially close cue was read with 
a concrete mindset.

Chapter 5: In this chapter, we also applied the second assumption 
of  CLT regarding the interrelation between psychological distance and 
construal level. In an experiment, we measured how often and how fast 
a number of  tweets are judged to be true or false based on their spatial 
distance cues embedded in tweet contents and the mindset orientation of  
the participants. Results were in line with previous findings regarding the 
truth enhancing effects of  concreteness. We found that, tweets involving 
spatially close psychological distance cues were overall deemed more often 
and more quickly as true than tweets involving spatially distant cues. Unlike 
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the findings of  Chapter 4 and expectations of  CLT, we did not observe a 
boost in truth perceptions due to a consistent match between psychological 
distance and construal level. 

Chapter 6: In this final discussion chapter, we start with a summary 
of  the findings from each chapter to provide an overview. Next, we discuss 
the implications of  the findings for two main research lines: CLT and the 
heuristic approaches to online credibility judgment. We further discuss 
the implications of  the findings for the practice. Finally, we conclude this 
chapter by discussing some of  the methodological considerations when 
applying CLT to online credibility evaluations and offering suggestions for 
future research.




