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a b s t r a c t
This study introduces the concept of social media self-efﬁcacy, or a person’s perceived ability to reach
desired outcomes in the social media environment, and examines the relationship between social media
self-efﬁcacy and how people evaluate information found online. Results of a survey of a representative
sample of adult Internet users in the United States (N = 3568) indicate that users with higher social media
self-efﬁcacy ﬁnd information shared via social media to be more trustworthy than do those lower in
social media self-efﬁcacy. These self-efﬁcacious social media users also rely more both on the opinions
of others and on social media speciﬁcally when evaluating or verifying the information they ﬁnd online,
suggesting that they may be more prone to seek out and be inﬂuenced by input from others. Practical and
theoretical implications of these ﬁndings are explored.
Ó 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Social media enable people to distribute a wide range of information by creating and sharing content across a diversity of applications, such as blogs, wikis, and ratings or question and answer
websites. As usage of social media continues to grow, and is further
enhanced by its variety and mobility (Nielsen, 2012), the proportion of online information ﬁltered in some manner through social
media is swiftly increasing. Yet, there is substantial variance in
the quality of the information available through social media
(Agichtein, Castillo, Donato, Gionis, & Mishne, 2008). The social
media environment allows the sharing of information between
widely dispersed and frequently unknown individuals, and cues
that traditionally have served to aid people in determining the
trustworthiness of a source or a message are often obscured or
absent in this online environment (Flanagin & Metzger, 2003). This
can lead to negative outcomes if inaccurate information is trusted
or acted upon.
It has therefore become progressively more important to
understand how information seekers evaluate the credibility of
the information they receive via social media, as they increasingly rely upon this user-generated and user-curated content
themselves and perpetuate it by sharing it with others. Furthermore, because the veracity of information and its perceived
credibility may be particularly signiﬁcant for certain information
subjects (e.g., health), and less so for others (e.g., entertainment),
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understanding the credibility assessment of social media-based
information by different information subjects or domains is
particularly critical.
Bandura (1997) demonstrated that observing others’ performance and receiving feedback from others contribute to perceived
self-efﬁcacy within a domain, which is related to performance
across a host of contexts (Bandura, 1997) due to elevated judgments of one’s own abilities. We rely on Bandura’s (1977, 1997)
self-efﬁcacy theory to conceptualize self-efﬁcacy in the domain
of social media in the form of social media self-efﬁcacy, or a person’s
beliefs about his or her capabilities to perform desired functions
speciﬁcally in the social media environment. We apply social
media self-efﬁcacy to examine the degree to which people vary
in their evaluations of the trustworthiness of online information
relative to ofﬂine information. Because self-efﬁcacy may also relate
to perceptions of others’ behavior and information, particularly in
the increasingly social online environment, we also examine how
social media self-efﬁcacy relates to reliance upon social means of
information evaluation and veriﬁcation.
Accordingly, we use data from a representative survey of adult
Internet users in the U.S. to explore how social media self-efﬁcacy
is related to (a) people’s evaluations of the trustworthiness of
social online information in different domains and (b) the extent
to which people are prone to be inﬂuenced by others’ opinions
when evaluating information credibility online. Because in the
context of social media the judgments that people make about
information may, in turn, have important implications for the content these users choose to pass on to others, we also explore the
practical implications of our ﬁndings, as we simultaneously strive
to extend self-efﬁcacy theory.

K.P. Hocevar et al. / Computers in Human Behavior 39 (2014) 254–262

2. Self-efﬁcacy and the social media environment
Self-efﬁcacy is deﬁned as a person’s judgment of his or her ability to execute a behavior (Bandura 1977; Bandura 1997). Perceived
self-efﬁcacy corresponds with performance in areas ranging from
educational achievements to athletic performance to healthpromoting behavior (see Bandura, 1997, for a review). Yet, the
underlying theoretical premise of self-efﬁcacy—that a person’s
judgment about a behavior inﬂuences that behavior—is quite
intuitive, and research typically does not reach beyond individual
performance or action outcomes.
This study, however, extends self-efﬁcacy theory not only by
examining it in the social media environment but more signiﬁcantly by moving beyond self-focused and efﬁcacy-based performance outcomes of traditional research to examine how selfefﬁcacy can impact judgments and perceptions of others’ behavior
and input, such as the perceived trustworthiness of information
from social online sources. Indeed, evaluations of the socially
shared information inherent in the social media environment provide an exciting new direction for self-efﬁcacy research because, in
this environment, self-efﬁcacy may inﬂuence not only perceptions
of others’ performance but also the methods through which individuals go about assessing the quality of others’ performance in
the form of the perceived credibility of online social information.

2.1. Conceptualizing social media self-efﬁcacy
Individuals use four sources of information when making selfefﬁcacy judgments: enactive mastery experience, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and physiological and emotional state
(Bandura, 1986; Bandura, 1997). Enactive mastery experience
involves prior experience with a task that builds skill and is perceived as successful by the individual, resulting in a heightened
sense of self-efﬁcacy. Prior experience producing social media content, for example, should contribute to social media self-efﬁcacy, as
should a person’s conﬁdence in his or her ability to successfully
ﬁnd speciﬁc information sought online, and his or her perceived
social media skill. The second source of efﬁcacy information is
vicarious experience, which entails observing others’ successful or
unsuccessful performance in order to make a referential comparison and model successful behavior. Consuming social media
content, such as reading or viewing blog entries, comments, or videos created by others, for example, should contribute to a person’s
level of social media self-efﬁcacy via vicarious experience, because
browsing this content entails observing others’ performance in the
social media environment.
The third source of information that affects self-efﬁcacy perceptions is social persuasion, or performance feedback. Positive feedback tends to encourage self-efﬁcacy perceptions, while negative
feedback weakens them. Online, the level and type of feedback
(e.g., comments about content producers’ contributions) received
can inﬂuence the amount of information contributed to a website
(see, e.g., Burke, Marlow, & Lento, 2009; Cheshire & Antin, 2008;
Heinz & Rice, 2009). Because someone must ﬁrst contribute content in order to receive any feedback or posts about this content
from other users, his or her level of content production, for example, should again contribute to perceived social media self-efﬁcacy.
The fourth source of efﬁcacy information is an individual’s physiological and emotional state, which impacts self-efﬁcacy perceptions
mostly in physical pursuits or other activities during which strong
emotional reactions or arousal may cue anticipated success or failure and affect performance (Bandura, 1986; Bandura, 1997). These
states, however, are not expected to impact perceptions of self-efﬁcacy in the online environment to the same extent as the other
three sources because physical impairments or strong emotional
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reactions are less likely to occur frequently and thus impact efﬁcacy perceptions than social persuasion, vicarious experience,
and enactive mastery experience.
Although self-efﬁcacy has yet to be explored in the context of
social media speciﬁcally, scholars have used self-efﬁcacy to examine performance using contemporary technologies such as computers and the Internet (Compeau & Higgins, 1995; Eastin &
LaRose, 2000). The Internet, however, is a broad environment,
and people who are efﬁcacious in one area (e.g., using the web to
access and send email) may be much less efﬁcacious in another
(e.g., using social media). In fact, some scholars have differentiated
between ﬂuencies, deﬁned as higher-level competence, with computers, email, and the web, respectively (Bunz, 2004; Bunz, Curry,
& Voon, 2007). This suggests that a person’s self-efﬁcacy with the
Internet generally may differ from his or her perceived efﬁcacy
with social media, and should therefore be distinguished from it.
Thus, drawing from Bandura’s theory of the sources of information
that inform self-efﬁcacy judgments, social media self-efﬁcacy is
based upon a person’s level of social media content production
and consumption, perceived social media skill, and conﬁdence in
his or her ability to successfully ﬁnd information online.

3. Social media self-efﬁcacy and information evaluation
There is a considerable research heritage on people’s perceptions of the credibility of sources and messages. Although early
work in this domain primarily examined face-to-face contexts
and the factors inﬂuencing the credibility of human sources (see
Wilson & Sherrell, 1993 for a review), recent work has naturally
migrated to online environments by examining a range of phenomena, from the design elements that bolster a website’s perceived
credibility (Fogg et al., 2001), to factors inﬂuencing the credibility
of blogs (Kaye & Johnson, 2011), to the elements of credible online
product reviews (Willemsen, Neijens, & Bronner, 2012). In part, the
motivations for examining credibility online stem from the considerable differences in this context that obscure how people have
traditionally evaluated information and source credibility
(Metzger, Flanagin, Eyal, Lemus, & McCann, 2003), coupled with
the serious consequences of inappropriately relying on misinformation today, given its prevalence and prominence (Horrigan &
Rainie, 2006).
Thus, in an environment where vital information repositories
can be unreliable, and where information consumers are progressively more social in their behaviors online, social media users’
level of trust in an information source is critical to how they evaluate information. Information from ofﬂine sources is traditionally
judged to be more credible than that from online sources, although
this varies depending upon the domain or subject of the information (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000). However, perceptions of the trustworthiness of information from online social sources in
comparison to ofﬂine sources may vary with individuals’ levels of
social media self-efﬁcacy. Prior experience with an information
source, for example, can inﬂuence trust judgments (Gefen, 2000;
Hardin, 2006), and familiarity has been found to positively predict
trust in online information sources (Gefen, 2000; Kim, Ferrin, &
Rao, 2008). From the perspective of self-efﬁcacy theory (Bandura,
1997), self-efﬁcacious social media users should have more experience with social information sources via enactive mastery experience and vicarious experience than those lower in social media
self-efﬁcacy. These users are therefore likely to be more familiar
with such sources than those lower in social media efﬁcacy.
While it is possible that variance in the perceived trustworthiness of online information can inﬂuence social media self-efﬁcacy,
research on the inﬂuence of prior experience and familiarity on
trust judgments (Gefen, 2000; Hardin, 2006; Kim et al., 2008) as
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well as Bandura’s theory suggest that people higher in social media
self-efﬁcacy may be more likely to perceive information gleaned
from social media to be trustworthy, even in comparison to information from ofﬂine sources that are traditionally judged to be
more credible. Accordingly, a person’s level of social media selfefﬁcacy, earned through relevant prior experience and accrued
familiarity, is proposed to impact his or her evaluations of online
social information, as proposed in H1:
H1: Individuals’ social media self-efﬁcacy will be positively
related to the perceived trustworthiness of information from
social media sources relative to ofﬂine sources.
The strength of the positive relationship between social media
self-efﬁcacy and perceptions of online social information trustworthiness, however, may vary depending upon the information
domain (i.e., the subject of the information). Prior research on perceptions of the credibility of online information has explored reference, news, entertainment, and commercial information, and
found that commercial information is perceived to be less credible
than the other three domains (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000), presumably due to the effect of the perceived persuasive intent of the
source, the forewarning of which can inhibit persuasion (Hass &
Grady, 1975; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). This effect may decrease
the perceived trustworthiness of product information that originates from ofﬂine sources such as salespersons, companies, or others who might have persuasive intent. Online, however,
information about the satisfaction of other customers can positively impact trustworthiness perceptions (Benedicktus, Brady,
Darke, & Voorhees, 2010), suggesting that aggregated online information systems may be perceived as more trustworthy sources of
commercial information than their ofﬂine counterparts.
Some scholars posit that barriers to trust are lower when the
potential harm of trusting and having one’s trust betrayed are minimal, and barriers to trust are more likely when there is potential
signiﬁcant harm (Friedman, Kahn, & Howe, 2000). This suggests
that people may be generally less likely to trust health information
they ﬁnd via social media as opposed to product or news information, particularly in comparison to ofﬂine sources. Not only is the
potential harm from trusting incorrect health information likely
to be perceived to be more signiﬁcant than the potential harm from
trusting incorrect information of other types, but people also tend
to trust ofﬂine health information sources such as their physicians,
who possess credentialed expertise through degrees and professional experience (Eysenbach, 2008).
Newspapers have long been a trusted information source, and
are perceived to be more credible sources of news information
than magazines, television, radio, and the Internet (Flanagin &
Metzger, 2000). Blogs, on the other hand, which represent a popular source of social media news information, are often criticized for
a lack of the journalistic ethics and standards of more traditional
news sources (Johnson & Kaye, 2004). Thus, like health information, online social information about news may be perceived to
be less credible than social information about products, which
may beneﬁt from effects of aggregation and posts from consumers
who are motivated to truthfully share their experience (Resnick,
Zeckhauser, Friedman, & Kuwabara, 2000). Thus, the positive relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and trustworthiness in
H1 should be moderated by the information domain, as proposed
in H2:
H2: The strength of the relationship between social media selfefﬁcacy and perceived trustworthiness will vary across information domains, with a stronger relationship in the product
information domain than in the domains of health or news
information.

3.1. Social forms of information evaluation
While many studies have examined Internet users’ judgments
about the credibility of online content, fewer studies have explored
how Internet users evaluate this content. Information seekers frequently do not spend time critically evaluating information they
ﬁnd online (Metzger, 2007), and often use heuristic cues that guide
information evaluation while minimizing cognitive effort (Hilligoss
& Rieh, 2008; Metzger, Flanagin, & Medders, 2010; Sundar, 2008).
Two of the cognitive heuristic cues commonly used in this context
are reputation and endorsement (Metzger et al., 2010), which suggest that people tend to perceive sources to be credible if others do
as well and tend to trust sources that are recommended by others.
Both of these cues suggest that many people may evaluate online
information by using others’ judgments to inform their own. Social
credibility assessment is a process of information evaluation where
an individual consults or relies upon the opinions of others when
forming a credibility judgment.
Those self-efﬁcacious in social media – which, by nature, involve
shared information and interactivity between social media users –
may be particularly motivated to interact with and seek out information from others. Indeed, personality traits such as extraversion
and openness to experiences are both positively related to social
media use (Correa, Hinsley, & Gil de Zúñiga, 2010). Furthermore,
self-efﬁcacy theory suggests that both social comparisons to and
feedback from others contribute to perceived self-efﬁcacy
(Bandura, 1997). If a signiﬁcant component of self-efﬁcacy is
socially built and prone to social inﬂuence, people who are more
self-efﬁcacious in social media may be more likely to be receptive
to or even to consult others’ opinions when evaluating information
they ﬁnd online, as proposed in H3:
H3: Individuals’ social media self-efﬁcacy will be positively
related to their frequency of social credibility assessment.
A person’s use of social credibility assessment may also vary
by the type of information sought, as noted earlier, and the
potential harm of trusting inaccurate information. While people
generally tend to seek others’ opinions in order to evaluate their
own (Festinger, 1954), the likelihood of people to seek out others’
input may vary depending upon the nature of the information
being evaluated. On one hand, people may be more likely to consult others’ opinions when making a judgment about the credibility of information that could harm them if the information were
inaccurate. For example, people may more frequently consult others when the information they seek pertains to their work or
health, which might have more signiﬁcant negative outcomes if
inaccurate, compared to other information types. On the other
hand, people may also be more skeptical of others’ opinions when
trusting or acting upon that information might have a signiﬁcant
negative personal outcome. Thus, the relationship between social
media self-efﬁcacy and social credibility assessment is explored
in RQ1:
RQ1: Will the strength of the proposed positive relationship
between social media self-efﬁcacy and frequency of social
credibility assessment vary by the information domain (news,
health, entertainment, product, work-related, or general)?
People may also use social media speciﬁcally to verify the credibility of information they ﬁnd online. Indeed, Internet experience
is positively related to the degree of veriﬁcation of information
obtained on the web (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000), suggesting that
past experience using a medium may increase the veriﬁcation of
information from that medium. People who are self-efﬁcacious in
social media, for example, may perceive themselves to be
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sufﬁciently skilled to use social media to verify the credibility of
other information they ﬁnd online, as noted in H4:
H4: Individuals’ social media self-efﬁcacy will be positively
related to their use of social media for online information
veriﬁcation.
However, like perceptions of trustworthiness, an Internet user’s
tendency to use social media to verify information may vary
depending upon the domain of the information, and the question
of the moderating effect of the information domain is posed in
RQ2:
RQ2: Will the strength of the proposed positive relationship
between social media self-efﬁcacy and use of social media for
online information veriﬁcation vary by the information domain
(news, health, entertainment, product, work-related, or
general)?
4. Method
4.1. Sample and procedure
The data for this study were collected from respondents
(N = 3568) in the United States by the professional research ﬁrm
Knowledge Networks, which maintains a probability-based panel
of participants. A questionnaire was administered by Knowledge
Networks to a random sample of adult Internet users (18 years of
age and older) who completed the web-based survey in their
homes. The survey was developed through an iterative process of
pre-testing and reﬁnement with separate samples from those used
in this study, using both extensive interviews and quantitative
empirical validation, in order to ensure that respondents fully
understood the social media deﬁnitions and examples used in
the study as well as the individual items derived from them in
the questionnaire. Weights were used in all analyses to make
results generalizable to the population of American Internet users
based upon census data. Where applicable, respondents were randomly assigned to groups by information domain to address the
moderation hypothesis (H2) and research questions (RQ1–2).
4.2. Measures
4.2.1. Social media self-efﬁcacy
Based on Bandura’s (1997) theory of the sources of information
that inform self-efﬁcacy judgments social media self-efﬁcacy was
derived from the average of a person’s (a) perceived social media
skill, (b) conﬁdence in ability to successfully ﬁnd information
online, (c) level of social media content production, and (d) level
of social media content consumption, as articulated earlier. Perceived social media skill was measured by a question that asked
respondents to rate their skill in using social media technologies
compared to other Internet users on an 11-point scale, where
0 = ‘‘I am much worse than other Internet users’’ and 10 = ‘‘I am
much better than other Internet users.’’ Conﬁdence in ability to successfully ﬁnd information online was assessed by asking respondents
to rate their ability to ﬁnd what they are looking for online compared to other Internet users, and was measured on an 11-point
scale where 0 = ‘‘I am much worse than other Internet users’’ and
10 = ‘‘I am much better than other Internet users.’’
Scales for social media content production and consumption
used items that measured how frequently respondents contribute
to (e.g., comment on blogs, post to microblogs) or consume (e.g.,
obtain information from wikis, watch user-generated videos)
information from different social media, examples of which were
provided in each instance, where relevant. These items were
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measured on a 5-point scale where 1 = ‘‘never’’ and 5 = ‘‘very
often.’’ Eight items were averaged to measure level of social media
content production (Cronbach’s a = .89). Sample items include,
‘‘How often do you create or update your own blog?’’ and ‘‘How
often do you write or change some information on a Wikipedia
page?’’ Five items were averaged to measure level of social media
content consumption (Cronbach’s a = .81). Sample items include,
‘‘How often do you look up answers on social question and answer
sites (like Yahoo! Answers or WikiAnswers)?’’ and ‘‘How often do
you watch videos on video sharing sites (such as YouTube and Google Video)?’’
Because they were measured on different scales (5-point and
11-point), the data were normalized across all four components
of the social media self-efﬁcacy scale by converting each to zscores prior to the construction of the ﬁnal scale. Bandura’s
(1997) theory of self-efﬁcacy does not suggest that any of these
components should be weighted more than another, as they are
all posited to contribute equally to self-efﬁcacy perceptions. Thus,
social media self-efﬁcacy was created from the mean value of the
normalized measures of these components (Cronbach’s a = .78).
4.2.2. Perceived trustworthiness
Perceived trustworthiness of social media information relative to
ofﬂine information was measured by a single item per domain
(product, health, and news) assessing the trustworthiness of information from social media sources relative to ofﬂine ones. Each of
these was measured on a 7-point scale, where 1 = ‘‘I am much
more likely to trust information from [a salesperson, a doctor,
newspapers or television]’’ and 7 = ‘‘I am much more likely to trust
information from people online.’’ Respondents were randomly
assigned to a group by information domain (product, health, news)
to assess the moderation hypothesis, which compared the strength
of the relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and perceived trustworthiness between information domains.
4.2.3. Social credibility assessment
Respondents’ frequency of use of social credibility assessment
(i.e., using others’ opinions to inform their own judgments of credibility) was measured using the average of four items measured on
a 5-point scale where 1 = ‘‘never’’ and 5 = ‘‘very often’’ (Cronbach’s
a = .83). Respondents were randomly assigned to respond to these
items for only a single information domain (product, news, health,
entertainment, work-related, or general). Sample items include,
‘‘When looking at [product, news, health, entertainment, workrelated] information on the web, how often do you believe the
information because other people also believe it?’’ and ‘‘When
looking at [product, news, health, entertainment, work-related]
information on the web, how often do you consider other people’s
opinions about the information in order to decide whether to
believe it?’’
4.2.4. Use of social media for online information veriﬁcation
Respondents’ frequency of using social media to verify the credibility of online information was measured on a 5-point scale,
where 1 = ‘‘not at all likely’’ and 5 = ‘‘very likely’’ (Cronbach’s
a = .90). Respondents were randomly assigned to respond to this
item for only a single information domain (product, news, health,
entertainment, work-related, or general). The question stem asked
users, ‘‘Imagine you are considering [product, news, health, entertainment, work-related] information you have found online. How
likely are you to use the following sources to check whether the
information you found is believable?’’ Response options included
a variety of online social information sources, such as blogs,
Wikipedia, and ratings sites, and responses to these options were
averaged to create the ﬁnal measure.
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5. Results
5.1. Correlational analyses
H1, which posed that social media self-efﬁcacy would be positively related to the perceived trustworthiness of information from
social media relative to ofﬂine sources, was supported (r = .24,
p < .001). H3 suggested that social media self-efﬁcacy would be
positively related to frequency of use of social credibility assessment, and was supported (r = .30, p < .001). H4, regarding the positive relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and use of
social media for online information veriﬁcation, was also supported (r = .50, p < .001).

5.2. Moderation analyses
The general linear model (GLM) was used to test H2, which
posed that the positive relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and the perceived trustworthiness of information from social
media (relative to ofﬂine sources) would vary by the information
domain, with a stronger relationship for product information than
for health or news information. The GLM is based on regression
and can be used to test the main effects of categorical and continuous independent variables as well as their interaction without the
necessity of effects coding and manual calculation of interaction
terms as would be required in traditional multiple regression moderation analysis (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The nature of a significant interaction can then be explored using multiple regression as
a follow-up test. These analyses offer greater power and more protection against potentially spurious conclusions about the impact
of an individual independent variable when an interaction is significant than more traditional tests such as correlation or ANOVA
(Aiken & West, 1991; West, Aiken, & Krull, 1996).
To test H2, the continuous independent variable social media
self-efﬁcacy (which was mean-centered for ease of interpretation),
categorical independent variable information domain, and their
interaction term were entered into the model, with the perceived
trustworthiness of social media information (relative to ofﬂine
information) as the dependent variable. There were main effects
for both the information domain, F(2, 3531) = 796.74, p < .001,
gp2 = .31, and social media self-efﬁcacy, F(1, 3531) = 337.27,
p < .001, gp2 = .09, as well as a signiﬁcant interaction effect,
F(2, 3531) = 19.01, p < .001, gp2 = .01.
To probe this interaction, a simple slope analysis was performed using regression. Information domain was dummy coded
with the product information group as the reference group, then
the centered social media self-efﬁcacy variable, the dummy coded
information domain variables, and their interaction term were
entered into the regression to predict perceived trustworthiness
of social media information (relative to ofﬂine information). The
slope of the prediction of perceived trustworthiness from social
media self-efﬁcacy is positive and signiﬁcant for product information, b = .76, t = 14.26, p < .001. To test the strength of the simple
slopes for health and news information, respectively, the information domain was then re-coded with health and news as the reference groups and a regression was run for each. The slope of the
prediction of perceived trustworthiness of social media information from social media self-efﬁcacy was positive and signiﬁcant
for health information, b = .48, t = 9.27, p < .001, and news information, b = .43, t = 8.21, p < .001. However, the b values indicate
that the slope of the relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and perceived trustworthiness of social media information
was steeper for product information than for both health and
news information, as is depicted in Fig. 1. Thus, H2 was
supported.

Fig. 1. Relationships between social media self-efﬁcacy and perceived trustworthiness of social media information for products, health, and news.

RQ1 was also tested using the GLM. The independent variables
(mean-centered social media self-efﬁcacy and information
domain) and their interaction term were entered into the model,
with social credibility assessment as the dependent variable. While
there was a main effect for both information domain
F(5, 3533) = 14.83, p < .001, gp2 = .02, and social media self-efﬁcacy,
F(1, 3533) = 373.30, p < .001, gp2 = .10, there was not a signiﬁcant
interaction effect, F(5, 3533) = 1.90, n.s. Thus, RQ1 showed that
the positive relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and
the use of social credibility assessment does not signiﬁcantly vary
by the information domain. Additionally, the effect size was larger
for social media self-efﬁcacy than information domain, suggesting
the relative power of social media self-efﬁcacy in predicting social
credibility assessment.
RQ2 asked whether the relationship between social media selfefﬁcacy and the use of social media for online information veriﬁcation will vary by the information domain, and was again tested
with the GLM. The independent variables (mean-centered social
media self-efﬁcacy and information domain) and their interaction
term were entered into the model, with use of social media for
online information veriﬁcation as the dependent variable. There
were main effects for both information domain, F(5, 3487) = 9.94,
p < .001, gp2 = .01, and social media self-efﬁcacy, F(1, 3487) =
1143.34, p < .001, gp2 = .25, as well as a signiﬁcant interaction
effect, F(5, 3487) = 3.37, p < .01, gp2 = .01. Because a scatterplot of
the data indicated that slopes of the relationship between social
media self-efﬁcacy and use of social media to verify information
were relatively similar for each information domain, the differences between domain groups were tested at low and high levels
of social media self-efﬁcacy to probe the interaction effect. The
group of respondents asked about their tendency to use social
media to verify information generally was dummy coded as the
reference group, and social media self-efﬁcacy was centered at
both low (one standard deviation below the mean) and high (one
standard deviation above the mean) levels.
First, a regression was performed to test for differences in use of
social media for online information veriﬁcation between the information domains and the non-domain-speciﬁc reference group at
low levels of social media self-efﬁcacy. The re-centered low social
media self-efﬁcacy variable, dummy coded information domain,
and their interaction term were entered into the regression, with
use of social media for online information veriﬁcation as the
dependent variable. At low levels of social media self-efﬁcacy,
news, b = .19, t = 3.79, p < .001, entertainment, b = .19,
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t = 3.67, p < .001, health, b = .18, t = 3.34, p = .001, and
product information, b = .12, t = 2.29, p < .05, are all signiﬁcantly less likely to be veriﬁed using social media than the
non-domain-speciﬁc reference group, as indicated by the negative
b values. The regression was then re-run for high social media selfefﬁcacy. At high levels of social media self-efﬁcacy, news, b = .12,
t = 2.43, p < .05, entertainment, b = .10, t = 2.12, p < .05,
and health information, b = .23, t = 4.57, p < .001, were signiﬁcantly less likely to be veriﬁed using social media than the
non-domain-speciﬁc reference group. A graphic representation of
the relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and use of
social media for information veriﬁcation for each information
domain is displayed in Fig. 2 to illustrate these differences.
6. Discussion
This study introduced the concept of social media self-efﬁcacy
and demonstrated that it is a strong predictor both of perceptions
of the trustworthiness of online social information as well as of
how people go about evaluating information online via social credibility assessment and use of social media for credibility veriﬁcation. Results of this study therefore indicate that self-efﬁcacy is a
useful construct beyond the traditional research areas of predicting
self-focused and efﬁcacy-based performance outcomes in ofﬂine
venues.
6.1. Trustworthiness of online social information
The results of H1 reveal that as people accrue social media selfefﬁcacy they tend to ﬁnd information from social media to be more
trustworthy, in comparison to information from ofﬂine sources.
This may support research that suggests that prior experience
and familiarity with an information source can inﬂuence trust
judgments (Gefen, 2000; Hardin, 2006; Kim et al., 2008), as those
who are higher in social media self-efﬁcacy are more likely to be
experienced and familiar with social media venues. This ﬁnding
also extends self-efﬁcacy theory to suggest that enactive mastery
experience and vicarious experience not only positively impact
self-efﬁcacy perceptions, but may also impact perceptions of
others’ information, at least in the context of information trustworthiness in the social media environment. Further, these ﬁndings
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may suggest that perceived similarity (such as shared interests or
traits) between those who are higher in social media self-efﬁcacy
could increase trust in the information shared by other social
media users. This is consistent with prior research ﬁndings that
similarity with an information source predicts positive evaluations
of information from that source (e.g., Flanagin, Hocevar, &
Samahito, 2014; Metzger et al., 2010; Sillence, Briggs, Harris, &
Fishwick, 2007). However, additional research is required to test
this possibility, as this study did not directly measure perceived
similarity between self-efﬁcacious social media users.
The results of H2 indicate that the strength of the positive relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and perceived trustworthiness varies by information domain, and is stronger for
product information than for health and news information. The
weaker relationship for social online health information may indicate that the barriers to trusting information are indeed more signiﬁcant when trusting incorrect or inaccurate information could be
more harmful (Friedman et al., 2000). However, the positive relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and the trustworthiness of online social health information is still signiﬁcant, even
when the trustworthiness of that information is evaluated relative
to information from a physician. This indicates the predictive
power of social media self-efﬁcacy and also suggests the tremendous level of trust that those who are efﬁcacious in social media
have in others’ online social information. Unfortunately, research
has indicated that some health information on the Internet can
be inaccurate or misleading (Eysenbach, Powell, Kuss, & Sa, 2002;
Rice, 2001), suggesting that those who are particularly self-efﬁcacious in social media may be especially at risk by trusting this erroneous information.
Prior research has shown that commercial information is perceived to be less credible than reference, news, and entertainment
information on the Internet (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000). The present ﬁndings, which contradict this result, may be indicative of the
change that social media have brought to assessments of commercial information on the Internet in the last 15 or so years as the
availability of aggregated social information about products has
grown. This may point to an interaction between perceived persuasive intent and trustworthiness, such that for those who are selfefﬁcacious in social media, information from an aggregated online
social information source is perceived to be much more trustworthy relative to an ofﬂine source that may have persuasive intent.
This interpretation is consistent with recent work showing that
individuals more conversant in online information provision see
less difference between expert- and user-generated information
contributions, and are more inﬂuenced by aggregated information
online (Flanagin & Metzger, 2013).
6.2. Social processes of information evaluation

Fig. 2. Relationships between social media self-efﬁcacy and use of social media for
information veriﬁcation by information domain. Note. Although use of social media
for online information veriﬁcation was measured on a scale of 1–5, for ease of
viewing (and because values did not exceed 4) the graph limited the display of this
scale to 1–4.

This study sought not only to examine perceptions of the trustworthiness of online social information, but also to explore the
methods through which self-efﬁcacious social media users go
about evaluating information and what this suggests about how
they may be distinct from less efﬁcacious users. Results of H3
and H4 indicate that those who are more self-efﬁcacious in social
media are more interested in the opinions of others (regardless
of whether those others are online or ofﬂine) when evaluating
the credibility of information. This points to something qualitatively different about those who use social media most frequently
and skillfully, suggesting that perhaps people higher in social
media self-efﬁcacy are simply more social by nature than those
who are lower. This corresponds with research on the relationship
between online social network use and social trust and civic
engagement. While associations are generally small, social network use tends to positively correspond with indicators of social
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capital and civic engagement (Gil de Zuniga, Jung, & Valenzuela,
2012; Valenzuela, Park, & Kee, 2009; Zhang, Johnson, Seltzer, &
Bichard, 2010), suggesting that those who use social media more
frequently are perhaps more socially connected and enjoy participating in social activities both on and ofﬂine. This social nature,
then, may lead them to seek out others’ opinions when evaluating
information online.
Prior research on personality traits of social media users has
indicated that extraversion, openness to new experiences, and
sociability predict social media use (Burke, Kraut, & Marlow,
2011; Correa et al., 2010; Hughes, Rowe, Batey, & Lee, 2012; Ross
et al., 2009). However, unlike this study, these studies have focused
on use of social networking sites, which tend to enable interpersonal relationships formed ofﬂine to be moved or maintained
online (or, in some cases, vice versa) more than they are used for
information sharing between people who do not know each other
ofﬂine (Ellison, Steinﬁeld, & Lampe, 2007; Ross et al., 2009). Results
of this study, which include only social media beyond social network sites, also indicate a social orientation – at least in terms of
information evaluation – for users who are efﬁcacious in social
media that encourages information sharing between widely dispersed people who frequently do not know each other ofﬂine. This
implies that those who are efﬁcacious in social media more generally may share some of the social personality traits of frequent
social network site users, even when sharing information with
unknown recipients via social media such as blogs or question
and answer sites. Future research is necessary to explore this possibility in greater depth, however.
The relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and frequency of using social media for information veriﬁcation is particularly strong. Perhaps people who are more self-efﬁcacious in social
media are more likely to trust aggregated sources of information
such as ratings or question and answer sites and to use these
resources to verify the credibility of information. While aggregated
information can help encourage trustworthy behavior (Resnick
et al., 2000), even this collected information may or may not be more
accurate than information from an individual. Some scholars argue
that the average of a large number of information contributions by
laypeople can generate a more accurate overall answer than one
generated by an expert, but only if certain (relatively rare) conditions are satisﬁed, such as diversity and independence of opinion
(Surowiecki, 2004). However, others note that collective information also needs to include contributions from some number of
experts in order to be accurate (Sunstein, 2006). Thus, while those
higher in social media self-efﬁcacy may tend to use social information to verify credibility, whether or not this information is actually
accurate – even if aggregated – is unclear, though people do tend to
perceive user-generated information online to be credible when its
volume is high (Flanagin & Metzger, 2013).
Although the relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy
and social credibility assessment does not vary by the information
domain, the relationship between social media self-efﬁcacy and
use of social media for online information veriﬁcation does. Results
indicate that people are less likely to use social media to verify
information when that information is domain-speciﬁc (i.e., relates
to products, news, entertainment, or health) than they are information generally, particularly when they are lower in social media
self-efﬁcacy. This suggests some distinction between how people
verify domain-speciﬁc and non-domain-speciﬁc information. For
example, research that ﬁnds that motivation varies by different
content domains (Wigﬁeld, Guthrie, Tonks, & Perencevich, 2004)
would indicate that people may not be as motivated to use social
media to verify health and news information, for example, as they
are information more generally.
Schema theory, which has been used to explain how people
process the information in media messages (for a review see

Wicks, 1992), proposes that people build schema, or cognitive
structures that organize knowledge about concepts, based upon
prior experience (Fiske & Linville, 1980). Perhaps those lower in
social media self-efﬁcacy, when cued to access existing schema
for using social media to verify the quality of information about
a speciﬁc domain, cannot access such schema because they have
less skill and experience using social media. In this case, they might
be less likely to indicate that they complete a domain-speciﬁc
behavior than they are that behavior generally. However, the effect
size is very small for both the main effect of information domain
and the interaction effect between social media self-efﬁcacy and
information domain (gp2 = .01 for both), while more variance in
use of social media for information veriﬁcation is explained by
the main effect of social media self-efﬁcacy (gp2 = .25). Thus, while
the implications of the interaction effect are intriguing, the significance is relatively negligible in comparison to the amount of variance explained by social media self-efﬁcacy.
While diverse social media venues share some qualities (e.g.,
being primarily comprised of user-generated content), other qualities are distinct between venues. Although this study explored
self-efﬁcacy across social media venues to focus on how users’ overall level of social media self-efﬁcacy impacts how they evaluate
information, social media self-efﬁcacy may also vary depending on
the speciﬁc medium (e.g., blogs, wikis, or video sharing sites). Future
research, therefore, could explore venue-speciﬁc social medium
self-efﬁcacies and their impact on evaluation of information both
within and outside of that medium, to help clarify whether the ﬁndings of this study might vary across different social media contexts.
Taken in their entirety, results show that people higher in social
media self-efﬁcacy have an increased tendency to trust and rely on
social media, whether to verify the credibility of information they
ﬁnd on the Internet or as a medium to seek and share information
with others. One practical implication of this is the potential creation and maintenance of information echo chambers populated
with the opinions and knowledge of social media users, perhaps
to the exclusion of other sources. While this study does not address
the actual accuracy of social information, when this information is
inaccurate or otherwise of low quality this trust could be detrimental not only to those who are higher in social media self-efﬁcacy but also to those with whom they share information. While
Bandura’s (1997) self-efﬁcacy theory explains that vicarious experience and feedback impact an individual’s self-efﬁcacy judgments
and his or her performance in a domain, ﬁndings from this study
suggest that people who are higher in self-efﬁcacy are also more
likely to seek out others’ opinions and allow them to inﬂuence
their own judgments about others’ information. Determining the
relationship between self-efﬁcacy and social inﬂuence in areas
beyond social media and online information is an intriguing direction for future self-efﬁcacy research.
Additionally, social media self-efﬁcacy may have implications
for other research areas beyond self-efﬁcacy. For example, some
authors argue that instead of examining differences in sociodemographic factors and Internet use, digital divide research should
focus on a ‘‘second-level’’ digital divide of disparities in Internet
skills, Internet literacy, and motivations for Internet use (Ferro,
Helbig, & Gil-Garcia, 2011; Min, 2010). The present study suggests
that differences in skill and literacy represented by social media
self-efﬁcacy are indeed strong predictors of variance in users’
information evaluation tendencies online, and may provide future
explanatory value in digital divide research.

7. Conclusion
Social media comprise a dynamic and rapidly expanding information resource, yet the inconsistency in the quality of information
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available via social media suggests that information consumers
should potentially be wary of the online social information they
trust (Agichtein et al., 2008; Rice, 2001). Results of this study indicate, however, that users with higher social media self-efﬁcacy tend
to be more likely to trust information shared by other social information sources, across information domains. Self-efﬁcacious social
information producers and consumers also rely more both on the
opinions of others and on social media speciﬁcally when evaluating
or verifying the information they ﬁnd online. Thus, not only are these
users interested in communicating with relatively unknown others
via social media, they also behave more socially when considering
the credibility of information and may be more prone to seek out
and be inﬂuenced by input from others. Overall, ﬁndings indicate
the theoretical value of the concept of social media self-efﬁcacy by
showing that those who are more self-efﬁcacious in social media
exhibit different behavior and information evaluation tendencies
online than those who are less efﬁcacious, which also suggests the
future utility of social media self-efﬁcacy in explaining variance in
human behavior and attitudes about information online.
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