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“Of course it's true: I saw it on the Internet” (Graham & Takis Metaxas, 2003)  
 
The question whether information is true or accurate has been central to societies 
throughout history and is especially so in our information-driven society. 
Theoretically, this question should be answered based on an individual’s personal 
knowledge; however, this is often impossible because of lack of knowledge. 
Therefore, in order to solve this impasse one has to pose a surrogate question: whether 
the information is credible, ("capable of being believed; trustworthy" Merriam-
Webster Online Dictionary, 2005), a "trade off" formulated by Petty’s and Cacioppo 
(1986) under their Elaboration Likelihood Model which served as the main theoretical 
background for this study. 
 
Assigning quality to information is also dependent on its veracity therefore, other 
mechanisms that enable the user to define quality is brought into play. Indeed, in the 
Web context, such mechanism promoted by many libraries and librarians is the 
“checklist” where certain predefined attributes are checked; sites and information are 
considered of quality. 
 
In contrast to conventional publication methods, where the question of information 
veracity and/or accuracy was embedded in the publication process itself, the 
“democratic” structure of the World Wide Web (WWW) has created a new 
environment. This environment is characterized by large quantities of information that 
do not always originate from recognized or qualified sources, possess different 
qualities and thus compels the user to engage in a process that will be referred to 
hereafter as “Information Quality Assessment” (IQA).  
 
We hypothesize that Web-related IQA makes part of the over all Web Information 
behavior is performed so to speak in the "background" employing simultaneously 
four main components namely: assessment of the credibility of site (general appeal 
and appearance), assessment of the credibility of content, assessment of the veracity 
of information, and assessment of relevance. Each of these has several qualities or 
attributes, and their coordinated use enables the user to perform proper IQA. 

 
The aim of this study and the research questions was to observe whether individuals 
are aware of the need to perform IQA, how the process of IQA is performed, and 
what assessment components are used by individuals who vary in know-how in 
retrieval techniques and domain expertise. An additional goal was to identify new 
components and attributes that enable to perform a more precise IQA.  
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Two groups of students (41 and 36 participants being non proficient and proficient Web 
users respectively) were interviewed, surveyed and observed searching and assessing 
search results. Unaware to the purpose of the study participants were asked to carry out 3 
tasks chosen to illustrate different aspects of Web search behaviour with an emphasis on 
IQA. These were searching for information related to a scenario; search for information 
in participant’s specific area of expertise and to evaluate modified Web pages. Actions 
and thoughts were recorded and transcribed and categorized according to components 
and their attributes.  
 
Results are brought as Total component, Group Component and Attribute scores (all 
reflect the usage of a Component or attribute) and show no statistical difference between 
groups while performing various tasks. However, the ranking of Total Component score 
by score and task suggests that different tasks call for the use of a different sequence of 
IQA components. 
  
It was found that some attributes were used more frequently by one of the groups such as 
the attributes Author, Source, Use of fora, Type of reference and Structure. 
 
In conclusion it seems that  

 
• IQA is performed intuitively while Web searching  
• Attributes used while performing IQA are based mainly on attributes that 

pertain to authority   
• Veracity is ascertained by corroboration and is frequently based on prior 

knowledge  
• Different tasks call for the use of a different sequence of IQA 

components. 
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