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ABSTRACT 

This study sought to determine Chinese young people’s perceptions of the credibility 

of traditional and online news media as conveyors of national political information. It also 

examined whether urban and rural residents as well as members and non-members of the 

Communist Party and/or the Communist Youth League differ in their assessments of the 

credibility of these two types of information sources. The study also assessed the impact of 

media platform, place of residence, and Party/League membership on perceptions of source 

credibility given the intervening influence of exposure and attention to news, political 

involvement, and attitude toward politics. Data were gathered from an online survey of a 

non-probability sample of college students in China. 

The results show that students relied on micro-blogs the most, followed by non-social 

networking sites, social networking sites, and television. The respondents also rated the 

online media more credible than their traditional counterparts. Students from rural areas did 

not differ from urban residents in how they assessed the credibility of both platforms. 

However, a significant difference was found between Youth League members and 

non-members and between Party members and non-members in how they rated online media 

credibility. The preferred media platform, place of residence, and Party/League membership 

did not significantly influence credibility perceptions after controlling for the influence of 

exposure and attention to political news, political involvement, and attitude toward politics. 

Only individual characteristics related to politics, namely political involvement and attitude 

toward politics, were found to be significant antecedents of online credibility ratings.  
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION  

 Despite the surge of the online media, television and newspapers still play an 

important role in Chinese daily life. According to a 2007 survey conducted by the 

National Bureau of Statistics, 1.2 billion Chinese, comprising roughly 93.9% of the 

national population, watch television on a daily basis. Keeping the news industry vibrant 

are 700,000 journalists who form the reporting staff of print and broadcast organizations. 

Despite audiences’ dependence on the news and the growing number of news outlets and 

news practitioners, there is still a wide discrepancy between expectations of “what media 

ought to do” and evaluations of “what media actually do.”  

“In China, politics affects everything,” says Howkins (1982). The mass media in 

mainland China are administered by various government agencies so that people have 

learned to live with the knowledge that government imposes restrictions on press freedom, 

leading to the common observation that only positive news can be seen on newspapers 

and television. The central government exercises strict control on the reporting of 

disasters, accidents and calamities; among others, “extra-territorial” reporting and 

monitoring are not permitted for these types of topics. Thus, skeptical Chinese audiences 

routinely attempt to decipher what is “official” and what is “latent” in media content.  

There have been major instances in which Chinese confidence in the 

government—and, by extension, the press—has been challenged. Still fresh in people’s 

minds are these two sectors’ dismal performance during the outbreak of the severe acute 

respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic in 2003. Wanting to avoid public panic, the 

government imposed a media blackout in the face of a fast-spreading disease. The 
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Ministry of Health denied the existence of SARS cases in the country, admitting only on 

February 11, 2003 that five people in Guangzhou had died of what it termed “atypical 

pneumonia” (People’s Daily, 2003). The article’s headline proclaimed: “Guangzhou 

atypical pneumonia already effectively controlled.” In the months following this 

announcement, the number of reported cases of, and deaths from, SARS in the country 

grew by over 1,000%, catapulting everyone in a global health and economic crisis. Even 

in the aftermath of the epidemic, the Chinese government continued to cover up the bad 

news.  

Another example is the Wenzhou train collision on July 23, 2011. In this accident, 

two high-speed trains traveling on the Yongtaiwen railway line collided on a viaduct in 

the suburbs of Wenzhou, Zhejiang province. The two trains were derailed; four cars fell 

off the viaduct. Although the government tried to cover up the number of casualties, 

passengers and news professionals posted photos and videos in real time through 

electronic means. The Wall Street Journal, reporting on the incident on August 8, 2011, 

severely criticized the government’s restrictions: “Accidents happen, especially in a 

country of more than one billion people that is modernizing quickly, but a government 

that tries to suppress information loses any benefit of the doubt. China now spends as 

much on domestic security, including web censorship, as it does on its military. But 

Beijing just got a crash course in how hard it is to keep information from going off the 

rails” (Crovitt, 2011, para 3). 

These two incidents expose the growing gap between government command and 

the realities on the ground. The government staunchly defends its position that “the mass 
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media are regarded as links between the government, the Communist Party, and the 

people, and are expected to help advance the socialist cause” (Chang, 1989, p. 68). 

More than a dozen government bodies are involved in reviewing and enforcing 

laws related to information flows within, into, and from China (Wines et al., 2010). The 

most powerful monitoring body is the Communist Party's Central Propaganda 

Department (CPD), which coordinates with the General Administration of Press and 

Publication (GAPP) and the State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television (SARFT) 

to ensure that media content promotes Party doctrine. The CPD issues directives 

restricting the coverage of politically sensitive topics such as protests, Tibet, and Taiwan.  

The Xinhua News Agency, the official press agency, is the country’s biggest 

information collection center. Xinhua is subordinate to the State Council and reports to 

the Communist Party of China’s Publicity and Public Information Department (Xinhua 

net, n.d.). It is considered a propaganda tool by most press freedom organizations. In the 

book, Mass Media in China, Chang (1989) says that “apart from keeping the people 

informed about what is happening in the world and in China, Xinhua takes it upon itself 

to publicize the policies of the Communist Party and the People’s Government, canvass 

the people’s views about these policies, and report these views or transmit them to the 

highest leadership through a feedback system. It also holds itself responsible for 

educating and inspiring the people to make concerted efforts for the prosperity of the 

country” (p. 68). In its domestic news reports and overseas service, Xinhua seeks to 

reflect all aspects of Chinese life, focusing on the current modernization drive, 

improvements in the national economy, development policies for the rural areas, foreign 
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trade, and cultural life. 

There is no denying that the traditional media remain the major sources of 

information for Chinese citizens. However, more and more young people are getting their 

news online. According to a China Internet Network Information Center report (2010), 

the country had 384 million Internet users by the end of 2009. Of these, 28.8% are 

primary, middle and high school students, including those in college. Therefore, it is 

pertinent to find out: What are the sources young people depend on for national current 

affairs information?  

There are factors, demographic or otherwise, that may account for differences in 

people’s perceptions of the credibility of political news sources. This study takes a close 

look at two demographic characteristics that are seldom examined for their impact on 

young people’s information source choices and how they rate the credibility of these 

sources: (1) place of residence and (2) membership in the Communist Party and/or the 

Communist Youth League. 

According to the results of the 2010 census, 49.7% of China’s population lives in 

urban areas, up from 36.1% in 2000. The urban population in 2007 was estimated to be 

44%, compared to 90% in Great Britain and 13% in Ethiopia. Urban and rural areas are 

often distinguished by their vast disparity in incomes and opportunities. Data published 

by the China Daily (2010) indicate that the gap in income between urban and rural areas 

in the country has significantly widened. The income ratio between urban and rural 

residents now stands at 3.33:1, which means that a city dweller’s average income is 3.33 

times greater than that of farmers and others who live in the countrysides. The urban-rural 
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dichotomy is reflected in all aspects of social life, including employment, labor and social 

security rules, social welfare policies, and the education system. It is therefore pertinent to 

ask: Is there a difference between rural and urban perceptions of the credibility of 

political news sources? 

A more nuanced description of China’s mass media audiences must take into 

account  rural and urban preferences for political information sources based on 

perceived credibility. Few studies (e.g., Li, 2004) show that while some Chinese villagers 

see the state as monolithic, many believe there are substantial differences in the 

performance of central and local governments. Among those who see a divided state, 

most appear to have more trust in higher levels of government than in government at 

lower levels. These individuals also are more able to distinguish between the intent and 

the capacity of the central government to administer the nation. That is, they trust that the 

central government’s intent is beneficent, but they distrust its capacity to ensure the 

faithful implementation of policies (Li, 2004). 

Membership in the Party and/or the Youth League also may have a bearing on 

perceptions of source preference and evaluations of credibility. The CPC is the world's 

largest political party (Council on Foreign Relatios, n.d.), claiming over 80 million 

members at the end of 2010, which constitutes about 6% of the total population of 

mainland China (Xinhua, 2011). The vast majority of military and civil officials are 

members of the Party (USC US-China Institute, 2011); about 2.27 million are students. 

One is invited and may apply for membership to the ruling Party upon reaching the age of 

18. Members accept the Party's program and Constitution, work actively in one of the 
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Party’s organizations, carry out the Party's decisions, and pay membership dues regularly. 

Party members normally subscribe to the People's Daily, the Party’s official 

newspaper, and watch CCTV, the predominant state television network. Government 

employees also are forced to subscribe to Party newspapers. Since the 1990s, the Party 

has stepped up its efforts at ideological work and the recruitment of college students. 

Paradoxically, the former is succeeding while the latter seems barely effective. Pundits 

have observed that members, particularly the younger ones, do not have a strong 

commitment to the Party’s sanctioned ideology. According to Zhu (2000), “In many 

schools of higher education, the Party leadership has lost authority, Marxism-Leninism 

has lost its effect, the ideological front has lost control, and political workers have lost 

their whereabouts” (p. 54). As a result, it is important to determine whether Party 

membership still carries its “bite” and whether this has a bearing on the sources of 

information to which people subscribe and how the credibility of these sources is judged.  

This study has three objectives: (1) to find out the information sources Chinese 

college students depend on for national political affairs; (2) to determine what type of 

information sources Chinese college students consider credible—traditional media such 

as newspapers, radio, and TV and their online editions or social networking sites such as 

Sina Weibo and Renren; and (3) to ascertain the impact of the demographic variables 

place of residence (rural vs. urban) and Communist Party/Youth League membership on 

the credibility ascribed to these two broad types of information sources considering the 

intervening influence of exposure and attention to news, political involvement, and 

attitude toward politics.  
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An online survey of Chinese college students was conducted to gather data for this 

study. The results are intended to assist communication practitioners and national 

government leaders in pinpointing the most effective media platform with which to 

deliver political information to Chinese college students, especially the young people in 

rural areas. Furthermore, the findings are expected to point to strategies that could narrow 

the information or knowledge gap between the media-rich urban people and those who 

live in the countryside. It is the hope that the results may assist in the formulation of 

procedures that will enhance the transparency of the mass media environment in China. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

This study aims to determine young people’s perceptions of the credibility of the 

traditional news media (including their online versions) and web-based social networking 

sites as conveyors of political affairs information, and to examine whether urban and rural 

residents as well as members and non-members of the Communist Party and/or the 

Communist Youth League differ in their assessments of the credibility of these two major 

types of information sources. The study also aims to assess the impact of these two 

variables on perceptions of source credibility given the potential intervening influence of 

exposure and attention to news, political involvement, and attitude toward politics. This 

chapter discusses the nature of China’s media system that directly impinges on the 

perceived credibility of all news sources. It also reviews the literature on source 

credibility, focusing on credibility perceptions for traditional and online news outlets. 

Audience demographic characteristics that may have a bearing on credibility assessments 

are discussed with emphasis on place of residence and Party/Youth League membership. 

The study’s research questions are posed in the final section of this chapter. 

The Political Context of the Chinese Media 

How people assess the credibility of news sources in China may be best defined as 

a consequence of the relationship between the mass media and the government. 

Freedom House, a U.S.-based non-government organization that conducts 

research and advocacy on democracy, political freedom, and human rights, publishes an 

annual report that assesses the degree of press freedom in each country around the globe. 

In its latest ratings (2012), Freedom House classifies the Chinese press as “not free,” the 



www.manaraa.com

 9 

worst ranking it can confer, observing that “state control over the news media is achieved 

through a complex combination of Party monitoring of news content, legal restrictions on 

journalists, and financial incentives for self-censorship” (Freedom House, 2005, para. 5). 

In short, it finds the Chinese government exercising control over the media through 

administrative sanctions and policies. A major casualty of these restrictions on freedom of 

expression is mass media credibility.  

The government’s control of the press is one of the major features of China’s 

political system, and this situation has not changed in recent years despite tremendous 

economic growth. The muzzling of the press is a practice that characterizes a 

communication system exclusively under government control. Since the Communist 

Party came to power in 1949, withholding information from the public and the world has 

been a long-standing practice of the Chinese press. A popular example is the 

government-imposed news blackout that escalated the spread of SARS in 2003 into a 

full-blown epidemic.  

Nationwide cover-ups of potentially embarrassing incidents are common 

ostensibly to preserve social stability. In the book Mass Communication in China, 

Howkins (1982) says that in the country, “communication and society are matched to a 

greater degree than anywhere else. The main medium of communications is not 

broadcasting or newspapers or the cinema, but the Chinese Communist Party or CCP” (pp. 

4-5). Later, in 1989, Chang adds that “China’s journalism, or the dominant part of it, is an 

organ of the Party, and its political orientation and fundamental policies largely or totally 

depend on those of the Party” (p. 56).   
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As China transforms itself into an economic powerhouse, it faces a serious crisis 

in governance. China has a long way to go before it can claim that its government is 

transparent and accountable (Ding, 2009). To be more responsive to the people, Beijing 

initiated measures in 2008 to increase the government’s transparency and accountability. 

These include more open communication with the public through the use of information 

technologies. However, critics say these steps were not designed to “serve the people,” 

but to increase the legitimacy of the CCP. More importantly, the implementation of these 

policies met with such hurdles as the government’s low credibility, legal bottlenecks, and 

information disparities. For instance, in 2011, the number of Chinese rural Internet users 

stood at 136 million, accounting for only 26.5% of the overall online audience (CNNIC, 

2012). The low proportion of Internet users in rural areas is mainly due to insufficient 

access to computers and consequently, people’s lack of computer skills.  

Censorship in the country is the purview of the CCP. Incidents that have produced 

anxiety and have thus been considerably censored include, but are not limited to, 

pro-democracy initiatives such as the Tiananmen Square protests of 1989, the actions of 

the spiritual movement called Falun Gong, the initiatives of ethnic independence 

movements, corruption, police brutality, activities considered to be anarchist, disparities 

in wealth between and among sectors of society, food safety issues, pornography, and 

religion (Kenji, 2010). The censored media include essentially all that are capable of 

reaching a wide audience, including television, the print media, radio, films, theater, text 

and instant messaging, video games, literature, and the Internet in general. Chinese 

officials gain access to uncensored information via an internal document system (Council 
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on Foreign Relations, n.d.).  

The Media in China 

Publishing and Printing 

Xinhua is the country’s official press agency and the biggest information 

collection center. It is subordinate to the State Council and reports to the CCP’s Publicity 

and Public Information Department. The agency has been described as the “eyes and 

tongue” of the Party (Malek & Kavoori, p. 346). In other words, the agency serves as the 

bridge between the Party, the government, and the people, communicating both the public 

demands and the policies of the Party. 

Television 

The China Central Television (CCTV) is the state’s television station under the 

direct administration of the Ministry of Radio and Television. This state organization is 

the center of the nationwide broadcasting network (Chang, 1989). Television is controlled 

through a combination of laws, local propaganda departments, self-censorship by editors, 

and internalized rules about what is and is not an acceptable topic for reporting. Laws and 

regulations ban writing and reporting that might “undermine social stability” or challenge 

the one-party rule (Ickovic, Lane & Jones, 2006). Topics commonly forbidden on the air 

include constitutional amendments and political reform. By orders from the central 

government, regional and provincial channels must transmit CCTV1’s News Broadcast 

program from 7:00 to 7:30 pm daily.  

Online Social Networks 

According to the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), by the end 
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of 2011, there were 250 million micro bloggers in the mainland, a figure that rose by a 

whopping 296% compared with that at the end of 2010. The utilization ratio, which refers 

to the ratio of effective time on a computer to the total “up time,” was registered at 48.7%. 

Over a year, micro blogs have become a vital Internet application accessed by nearly half 

of Chinese Internet users.  

The micro-blogs’ potency as a venue for public discourse, however, is under 

threat with the introduction of a new government policy to regulate online information 

flows at the end of 2011. The new regulations require users to register before posting 

messages on micro-blogging platforms; otherwise, they are relegated to a read-only mode. 

Micro-blogging service providers have to verify the identity of their users within three 

months. The text of the regulations also states that users cannot post topics that can 

damage China’s reputation or lead to illegal gatherings likely to disturb civil order. 

The real-name registration of users marks the latest attempt by Chinese authorities 

to tighten control over the country’s social networking sites, which have also become 

forums for people to express opinions critical of the government. China already censors 

the Internet for anti-government content, and has blocked foreign social networking sites 

such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube (Agence France Presse, 2012). Late last year, the 

real-name micro-blog registration was pretested in the major cities of Beijing, Shanghai, 

Tianjin, Guangzhou and Shenzhen (Kan, 2012). This and other regulatory measures will 

undoubtedly have important impacts on the development of micro blogs as a public 

feedback mechanism.  
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Credibility of the News 

Aware of the government’s stranglehold on the media, the Chinese have long seen 

credibility operationally as “the extent to which the news delivered by the media matches 

real world facts” (Yang, 2006, pp. 6-7). In other words, to the government-weary Chinese, 

credibility is synonymous with the authenticity and accuracy of news reports judged by 

how closely these reports reflect what they witness as objective reality.        

In the field of mass communication, credibility was originally studied as an 

attribute of the source (e.g., Hovland, Janis & Kelley, 1953). Gunther (1992) argues, 

however, that credibility is a relational variable based on audience’s perception of the 

source. Bracken (2006) agrees, suggesting that source credibility is “the amount of 

believability attributed to a source of information (either a medium or an individual) by 

receivers” (p. 723). 

According to McQuail (2005), the extent to which people find a source credible 

contributes to news learning effects. “Some trust is essential for a news source to be 

effective, although there is plenty of evidence that people do habitually pay attention to 

media sources they do not trust” (p. 509). Indeed, a number of surveys have shown a clear 

distinction between a more trusted and a less trusted source. For example, an initial 

survey conducted by Gaziano and McGrath (1987), who developed a 12-item news 

credibility index that includes trustworthiness, bias, accuracy, fairness, and community 

relations, found that credibility had more to do with perceived fairness, lack of bias, and 

good faith rather than perceived accuracy or reliability of the information itself. “A 

relevant component was the [audience’s] perception of the medium as having the interest 
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of the public at heart” (as cited in McQuail, 2005, p. 509). 

How the public perceives the credibility of a specific medium has long been of 

interest to communication researchers (e.g., McCroskey & Jenson, 1981; Newhagen & 

Nass, 1989; Sargent, 1965). The general trend of research results is that audiences rate 

their primary source of news as credible (e.g., Johnson & Kaye, 1998; Sundar, 1998). 

Dimensions of Credibility 

Numerous studies have examined the “building blocks” of credibility (e.g., 

Gaziano & McGrath, 1986; Kiousis, 2001; Johnson & Kaye, 2002; Flanagin & Metzger, 

2007) using different measures of the concept. Recent studies have focused on the role of 

communication technologies, collaborative and interactive media use, and source 

manipulation by various media corporations on credibility assessments (e.g., Sundar & 

Nass, 2000; Metzger, Flanagin & Zwarun, 2003).  

Flanagin and Metzger (2008) argue that “endorsed credibility in the digital media 

environment compensates for the relative anonymity of tools like the web…The means of 

sharing these assessments can take many forms, resulting in several variants of credibility, 

most notably, conferred, tabulated, reputed, and emergent credibility” (pp. 10-11). 

According to Flanagin and Metzger (2008), “credibility may be conferred on some 

information or its source when well-regarded entities produce or 

recommend…information repositories or service providers to information consumers” (p. 

11). Tabulated credibility relies on peer rating. For example, eBay.com depends on its 

members to rate others. Reputed credibility is also a form of endorsement that is 

perpetuated through personal and social networks. This is based on the notion that a good 
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reputation is a powerful mechanism for persuasion. Finally, emergent credibility also 

arises from group and social engagement. For instance, wikis provide information 

repositories created largely by individuals rather than by a central organization. These 

observations suggest that credibility is a multi-faceted construct that affects and is 

affected by a number of factors (Johnson & Kaye, 2002).  

Media credibility has been defined as being composed of a combination of the 

following dimensions: trustworthiness, honesty, believability, bias, fairness, accuracy, 

objectivity, verifiability, reporting of the whole story, being up-to-date and current, and 

timeliness (e.g., Flanagin & Metzger, 2000; Gaziano & McGrath, 1986; Infante, 1980; 

Johnson & Kaye, 1998, 2000; Kiousis, 2001). Although the measures of credibility have 

not been consistent, previous studies provide a practical guide with which to evaluate 

people’s perceptions of the credibility of various channels of news, including the online 

media. 

Online News Credibility 

Deuze (2003) argues that the “ongoing levels of interactivity [in the online world] 

undermine the ‘we write, you read’ dogma of modern journalism” (p. 220). Despite the 

Internet’s enhanced capabilities in presenting the news, incorrect information as well as 

errors due to instantaneous postings have assaulted the credibility of online news (Lascia, 

2002). Indeed, some studies indicate that web users have expressed concern about the 

quality of the online news to which they are regularly exposed. For instance, Hilligoss 

and Rieh (2007) conducted interviews with undergraduate students in the U.S. and found 

that the Internet was rated lower in terms of credibility compared to books and scholarly 
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journals. Similarly, Metzger et al. (2003) found that college students perceive information 

found online to be less credible than information found in newspapers.  

The Pew Research Center (2006) reports opposite results, indicating that young 

web users, in particular, consider the Internet equal to or even more credible than the 

traditional media. Flanagin and Metzger (2000) found that college students, compared to 

the general population, rate information online as more credible although they were less 

likely to verify the information they find online. Similarly, Kang (2009) found that young 

people generally hold positive attitudes toward online news.  

The rise in the credibility assessments of online news came in tandem with the 

decline in the trust ratings for newspapers and television, a phenomenon that has been 

observed since the mid-1980s (Pew Research Center, 2009). In the United States, nearly 

75% of web users consider newspapers, magazines, and political sites online as more 

credible than their traditional media counterparts (Johnson & Kaye, 1998). Is the same 

phenomenon happening in China? 

Chan, Lee and Pan (2006), surveying journalists in two Chinese cities, report that 

their sample regarded mainstream media organizations’ websites more credible than 

commercial portals. The perceived credibility of these two types of news sites varied with 

journalists’ beliefs about their own profession. That is, the lower credibility ratings 

assigned to commercial portals may have resulted from the view that these portals were 

practicing an alternative model of journalism, one of dubious quality. In another study, 

Cassidy (2007) reports that online journalists rated online news as significantly more 

credible than print newspaper journalists. These studies illustrate the different lenses with 
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which people make judgments about the credibility of a specific medium.  

Internet Use in China 

   It is pertinent to examine people’s assessments of the credibility of online news in 

the light of the exponential growth of Internet users in China and throughout the world. In 

2008, China surpassed the U.S. to become the nation with the highest number of Internet 

users worldwide. This was the conclusion reached following a survey conducted jointly 

by CNNIC and the Pew Research Center in 2012. Comparing the Internet activities of 

American and Chinese users, the survey report noted that Americans spend more time 

online for more serious-minded and purposive activities such as emailing, searching, and 

online banking, while Chinese Internet users lean more toward leisure activities such as 

online gaming, instant messaging, and listening to music.  

These two organizations’ data show that by the end of 2011, there were 513 

million Chinese Internet users. In 2011 alone, 55.8 million were added to this rapidly 

rising use rate. Internet penetration rate stepped up to 38.3%, 4% higher than the rate of 

increase recorded the previous year. Of these Internet users, 136 million live in rural 

areas.  

Despite the growing number of Internet users, the readership of online news is 

declining over the years, dropping from 77.2% in 2010 to 71.5% in 2011. Online news 

use, however, has been steadily rising for the past five years among young people 10-29 

years old. According to CNNIC, Chinese Internet users spend an average of 18.7 hours 

per week on the medium, up 0.4 hours compared with the frequency reported at the end of 

2010. For those with a college degree, the utilization ratio of online news stood at 87.6%; 
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among junior high school graduates, it was 62.1%. The figures show that Internet use is 

becoming more popular even among those with high school and junior high school 

education (CNNIC, 2012). 

Urban vs. Urban Residents 

Westley and Severin (1964) are credited with conducting the first comprehensive 

analysis of channel credibility across media outlets. In their classic study, these scholars 

note that certain demographic variables (e.g., age, education, and gender) mediate 

people’s perceptions of channel credibility, a finding supported by more contemporary 

research (e.g., Gunther, 1992 and Mulder, 1981).  

 Contrary to international experience, the disparity in the socioeconomic 

condition between Chinese rural and urban residents has widened in the past two decades 

(Yang, 2002). This growing polarization may have an impact on how urban and rural 

residents assess the credibility of news information sources. 

 According to CNNIC, the ratio of Chinese rural Internet users in 2010 was just 

0.8% higher than 2009 figures partly due to the accelerating rate of urbanization and the 

consequent migration of rural residents to cities in search of job opportunities. However, 

many have observed that insufficient access to computers in the rural areas and the lack 

of Internet skills pose more important obstacles to the penetration of the Internet in the 

countrysides. In 2011, 57.8% of rural non-Internet users said they “do not know how to 

use the computer and/or the network.” Only 45.7% of non-Internet users in cities offered 

the same reason. Expanding Internet access in rural areas and developing the computer 

skills of rural residents, therefore, show great potential to narrow the information and 
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socioeconomic gaps between urban and rural areas.  

 Rural citizens also differ from city dwellers on a number of factors, such as the 

employment system, labor and social security rules, social welfare policies, and the 

education system. For example, Lou (2011), exploring how the transition of the 

countryside in northwest China challenged the urban-rural dichotomy being reproduced in 

and by formal schooling, found that rural middle school students expressed criticism of 

the chaos, pollution, and corruption they have experienced in the process of urbanization. 

Because of differences in Internet use and other characteristics, it can be surmised that 

people from rural areas may have different perceptions of the credibility of various news 

sources compared to their urban counterparts.  

Party and/or Youth League Membership 

With more than 80 million members—up from 50 million in the early 1990s—the 

CCP is the largest political party in the world. Senior cadres remain overwhelmingly male, 

but there is now a compulsory retirement age and very low quotas for women. In recent 

years, the Party has concentrated on targeting the best and the brightest in its recruitment 

efforts. Over time, the Party has largely transformed itself from an organization designed 

for mass mobilization and ideological campaigns into a technocratic leadership corps. 

This was a stark departure from the past when peers looked down on recruits as careerists 

and second-rate students (Branigan, 2009). 

Although some elite students still consider the Party with its attendant political 

meetings “boring and irrelevant,” between 30% and 50% apply for membership. An 

approval rate of about 5% reinforces the desirability of membership: recruiters seek those 
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with top grades, leadership potential, and youthful idealism. In return, the Party offers 

perks. To rise through the government hierarchy, membership is a must. Employers 

generally acknowledge Party membership as evidence of individual accomplishments 

(Branigan, 2009). 

There is now a vastly larger pool of college graduates from which the CCP can 

recruit compared with the scenario ten years ago. With college credentials more common, 

competition for career opportunities has intensified. Having a college degree no longer 

distinguishes one from others as much as in the past. Party membership has therefore 

become much more important in career advancement for the highly educated.  

The enhanced attractiveness of Party membership among college graduates in 

recent years has been extended to college students. In 1990, only 1.2% of college students 

were Party members. By the end of June 2003, however, 8% of college students 

nationwide—roughly 700,000—had already joined the Party. About 50% of all college 

students (about 3.95 million) had filed applications for membership in 2003, according to 

a national meeting on college education. In some universities, over 90% are membership 

applicants. At this rate, the number of college graduates in the Party (roughly 1.6 million) 

would more than double within three years. Statistics show that about 200,000 

post-graduate students on campus are Party members (National College Education, 2003).  

According to the latest figures from the Organization Department of the 

Communist Party Central Committee, the number of Party members has exceeded 80 

million in 2011. The two leading groups of new members were college students and 

people at the frontline of production or work, such as industrial workers, farmers, herders, 
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and migrant workers. Both groups account for more than 40% of the total number of new 

Party members. 

Today’s college students strive for Party membership primarily out of a personal 

pragmatic concern for their future job searches and career advancement and not 

necessarily because of a strong commitment to the Party’s sanctioned ideology (Guo, 

2005).  

The Party has stepped up its efforts to recruit younger citizens, those 14-29 years 

of age, to the Communist Youth League of China (CYLC), which is organized along 

Party structure. The League is responsible for guiding the activities of “young pioneers.” 

Founded in 1922, the League was 75.439 million strong at the end of 2007, 51.34% of 

which are students (Xinhua News Agency, 2008).  

Other Factors Influencing Assessments of News Credibility 

There are several factors that may intervene in the process of assessing the 

credibility of mass media channels. The most commonly cited are (1) exposure and (2) 

attention to political media content, (3) level of political involvement, and (4) attitude 

toward politics. 

Exposure and Attention to Political News 

      Chaffee and Schleuder (1986) assessed changes in knowledge about public affairs 

and politics by testing exposure and attention to media news. These tests showed 

significant increments in knowledge gain associated with media attention even after 

controlling for the influence of exposure to various media.   

Early studies on credibility have established that increases in media use were 
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usually accompanied by enhanced credibility ratings for whatever channel was being 

scrutinized (Cobbey, 1980; Whitney, 1986). Two decades later, Kiousis (2001) observed 

a similar relationship, reporting that news credibility perceptions are influenced by media 

use and interpersonal discussion of news. He found that, in general, people rated print 

newspapers as more credible than online or television news. Online news, however, was 

rated more credible than television news. He offered evidence of a link between media 

use and public perceptions of credibility for newspapers and television news, but not for 

online news. 

Political Involvement and Attitude Toward Politics 

In an earlier work, Gunther (1992) posits that involvement with a topic or issue is 

a better predictor of perceived credibility, providing evidence that “a person’s 

involvement in situations, issues, or groups show the greatest power” in explaining how 

people make credibility judgments (p. 152). A number of studies have shown that those 

who are highly involved with politics are more motivated to seek information from 

political news (e.g., Aarts and Semetko, 2003; Judd & Milburn, 1980). Other studies 

suggest that the less involved in politics are also less likely to express political attitudes. 

When they do, their expressions contain more residual variance and error. At the same 

time, the attitudes of both the involved and uninvolved or not very involved show 

evidence of a single underlying ideology that is remarkably stable across groups (Judd & 

Milburn, 1980). Also, Aarts and Semetko (2003) found a positive relationship between 

attention to news and levels of political knowledge and civic engagement in their study 

that examined the effects of the news media on political attitudes. Their findings show 
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that from one perspective, media use contributes to political cynicism and declining voter 

turnout; from another, media use contributes to political involvement, trust, efficacy, and 

mobilization. 

Television news viewing in the United States and the United Kingdom, among 

other countries, has been associated with higher levels of political knowledge, 

participation, and personal efficacy (e,g., Brehm & Rahn 1997; Norris 1996). In general, 

these studies indicate that those who pay more attention to political news tend to possess 

higher political knowledge and have a higher interest and willingness to cognitively 

process political news.  

There is evidence suggesting that attitudes toward issues, particularly political 

news, strongly influence credibility perceptions. For example, Choi, Watt & Lynch (2006) 

observed that in an environment of political partisanship, perceptions of media credibility 

were affected by the audience member’s political position on the Iraq War. Opponents of 

the war perceived the Internet as less aligned with the government’s position and rated it 

as more credible than did those who were neutral about the war or those who supported 

the military effort. For those in the minority opinion group, the diversity of information 

and views on the war was the main reason why the Internet was assigned high credibility 

as a news channel. 

When news consumers have strong opinions about an issue, they are more likely 

to express skepticism about the news coverage. That is, the magnitude of their attitude 

positively correlates with the degree of bias perceived (Arpan & Raney, 2003; Gunther, 

Christen, Liebhart & Chia, 2001; Schmitt, Gunther & Liebhart, 2004). Partisanship is 
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often identified by membership in a social or political group or organization. 

The results of these studies support the findings that people’s attitudes toward 

political personalities, topics, objects, events or politics in general affect the outcomes of 

viewing political news. For instance, Kazee (1981) found that viewers’ negative attitude 

toward former U.S. president Richard Nixon considerably enhanced Watergate-related 

television watching. Furthermore, those who express distrust in government appear to be 

more dissatisfied with the political parties or with the policy choices the parties provide. 

This was a central argument in Miller’s (1974) early influential articles. 

Considering the foregoing literature review, this study proposes a flow of 

influence diagrammed in Figure 1.  

INDEPENDENT       INTERVENING      DEPENDENT  

 

Figure 1. The study’s conceptual framework 

Research Questions 

Based on the foregoing literature, the following research questions are posed* 

RQ1: What sources (traditional media and their electronic versions vs. online 

media, specifically social networking sites, hereinafter referred to as online sources) do 

Chinese college students depend on for information regarding current national political 

news?  

1. Media platform 
(Traditional media vs. social 
networking sites) 
2. Party membership 
(Member vs. non-member) 
3. Demographics 
(Place of residence) 

1. Exposure to news  
2. Attention to news 
3. Political involvement  
4. Attitude toward 
politics 
 
 

Credibility 
ratings of 
traditional 
vs. online 
media 
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RQ2: Is there a difference in the credibility ratings of traditional versus online 

sources in their coverage of current national political news?  

RQ3: Is there a difference between college students from urban and rural areas in 

terms of the credibility they assign to traditional versus online sources of national 

political news? 

RQ4: Is there a difference among Party members, Youth League members, and 

non-members in terms of the perceived credibility of traditional versus online sources of 

information about national political affairs? 

RQ5: What is the relationship between exposure to news and the credibility 

ratings for traditional and online sources?   

RQ6: What is the relationship between attention to news and the credibility ratings 

for traditional and online sources?  

RQ7: What is the relationship between political involvement and the credibility 

ratings for traditional and online sources?  

RQ8: What is the relationship between attitude toward politics and the credibility 

ratings for traditional and online sources?  

RQ9: Does the media platform (traditional vs. online) influence credibility 

perceptions after controlling for exposure to news, attention to news, political 

involvement, and attitudes toward politics? 

RQ10: Does place of residence (rural vs. urban) influence credibility perceptions 

after controlling for exposure to news, attention to news, political involvement, and 

attitudes toward politics? 
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RQ11: Does Party/League membership influence credibility perceptions after 

controlling for exposure to news, attention to news, political involvement, and attitudes 

toward politics? 

      RQ12: Which demographic variables (place of residence, party membership, 

gender), politics-related factors (political involvement and attitude toward politics), and 

media-related variables (media platform, exposure to news, attention to news) were the 

most powerful predictors of credibility perceptions? 
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CHAPTER 3. METHOD 

The Research Design 

An online survey of college students in China was conducted to gather data for 

this study. This method was chosen because the research questions require a considerably 

large sample size to be able to detect differences. An online survey also eliminates 

interviewer bias or error.  

The questionnaire in the Chinese language was pretested on a convenience sample 

of 20 Chinese students to determine the reliability of the indices developed and to ensure 

that the questions and instructions were clear. Suggestions on how to improve the 

phrasing or wording of questions were solicited. The final survey website also contained 

information about confidentiality of responses and informed consent. The potential 

respondents were directed to the survey’s webpage through active links in universities’ 

electronic bulletin board systems (BBS). Links to the study’s survey website also were 

posted in the universities’ official micro-blogs and other online forums.   

Sampling 

This study relied on a non-probability sample of college students in China due to 

unavailable sampling frames. The participants must be students enrolled in a Chinese 

university during the last academic terms and were at least 18 years old at the time of data 

gathering.   

To recruit respondents, permission to post a link to the survey on the BBS of     

universities was solicited. BBSs are electronic message centers that serve a wide range of 

interest groups. Once logged in, users can upload and download software and data, read 
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news and bulletins, and exchange messages with other users either through email or in 

public message boards, allowing users to interact with each other more instantaneously. 

According to a survey conducted by China Education, 40% of university students 

throughout the country in 2005 used their colleges’ or universities’ BBS frequently.  

Variables and Their Measure 

Traditional vs. online sources. This study examined the perceived credibility of 

two general sources of national current affairs news: traditional and online sources. For 

the purposes of this study, traditional sources refer to the print and online editions of 

newspapers and magazines, television, and radio. Online sources refer to blogs (e.g., Sina 

Blog, Sohu Blog, Blog Bus, Blogger), micro-blogs (e.g., Sina, Sohu, Tencent), social 

networking sites (e.g., Renren, Kaixin, Douban), websites that are not social networking 

sites (e.g., qq, 163, Sohu, Sina, ifeng), BBSs (e.g., Tianya, Mop, Sohu Club). 

News credibility index. The dependent variable in this study was the credibility 

ratings of traditional media and online sources. News credibility has two dimensions, trust 

and expertise. Gaziano and McGrath (1986) identified 12 aspects of newspaper and 

television news credibility that encompass these two dimensions. They include fairness, 

bias, completeness, accuracy, respect for privacy, having the people’s interests in mind, 

concern for community, ability to separate facts from opinion, trust, concern for public 

interest, being factual, and reporters’ level of training. In order to measure students’ 

credibility perceptions, nine five-point semantic differential scales were used following 

Gaziano and McGrath’s (1986) original 12 credibility dimensions. Three dimensions 

were deleted because of the close similarity of their meaning in Chinese. These bipolar 
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items are: Concerned about the community’s well-being—Are not concerned about the 

community’s well-being, Separate fact from opinion—Does not separate fact from 

opinion, and Are factual—Are opinionated.. Thus, the resulting credibility index includes 

assessments of whether news coverages (1) Are fair—Are unfair; (2) Are biased—Are 

unbiased; (3) Tell the whole story—Do not tell the whole story: (4) Are accurate—Are 

inaccurate; (5) Invade people’s privacy—Respect people’s privacy; (6) Do watch after 

reader’s interests—Don’t watch after readers’ interests; (7) Can be trusted—Cannot be 

trusted; (8) Have well trained reporters—Have poorly trained reporters; and (9) Are 

concerned about the public interest—Are not concerned about the public interest at all. If 

respondents agreed with an item, they were told to circle “1.” If they felt very negatively 

about the item, they were asked to circle “5.” Credibility was measured by computing for 

the average of the respondents’ answers to the nine items listed above.    

The reliability and internal consistency of the credibility index and the succeeding 

indices developed in this study were determined by computing for Cronbach’s alpha. In 

the social sciences, an index that produces a Cronbach’s alpha of at least 0.60 is 

considered acceptable (Wimmer & Dominick, 2006). 

RQ1: What sources (traditional vs. online) do college students depend on for 

information regarding current national political news? 

To answer this research question, the student-respondents were asked the extent to 

which they depend on a number of sources for national affairs information on a scale 

from 1 to 5 where 1 means “do not depend at all” and 5 means “depend a great deal.” 

These sources are grouped into two broad categories: (1) traditional media and (2) the 
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online media. The answers were summed and averaged for each of the two categories of 

information sources.  

Descriptive statistics were analyzed to answer this research question.  

RQ2: Is there a difference in the credibility ratings of traditional versus 

online sources in their coverage of current national political news?  

To answer this research question, the respondents were asked to rate the same 

sources in terms of perceived credibility using the semantic differential scales listed 

above. The credibility judgments for traditional and online sources were compared using 

independent samples t-test.    

RQ3: Is there a difference between college students from urban and rural 

areas in terms of the credibility they assign to traditional versus online sources of 

national current affairs information? 

Students were asked whether their family’s household was registered in a rural or 

an urban area, the current study’s determinant of place of residence. An independent 

samples t-test was conducted to answer this research question.  

RQ4: Is there a difference among Party members, Youth League members, 

and non-members in terms of the perceived credibility of traditional versus online 

sources of information about national political affairs? 

Students were asked about their party affiliation (Party member, League member, 

or non-member). An analysis of variance (ANOVA) test were conducted to answer this 

research question.  

RQ5: What is the relationship between exposure to news and the credibility 
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ratings for traditional and online sources?   

Exposure to traditional media news sources was measured by asking the number 

of hours spent reading about, watching, or listening to domestic affairs information 

through the traditional media (television, radio, print and online newspapers and 

magazines). Exposure to online news sources was measured by asking the number of 

hours spent reading about, watching, or listening to domestic affairs information through 

social networking sites, blogs, micro-blogs, BBS, and other online sources.  

This research question was answered by conducting two separate Pearson 

correlation tests. 

RQ6: What is the relationship between attention to news and the credibility 

ratings for traditional and online sources?  

Attention to domestic affairs content received from the two categories of sources 

was measured by asking students how closely they pay attention news reports received 

from traditional and online information sources listed above. The response options ranged 

from 1 (no attention at all) to 5 (as closely as I can).  

This research question was answered by conducting two separate Pearson 

correlation tests. 

RQ7: What is the relationship between political involvement and the 

credibility ratings for traditional and online sources?  

In this study, involvement was measured by asking respondents seven semantic 

differential items taken from the Personal Involvement Inventory (PII), a scale intended 

to assess an object or a person’s perceived relevance based on personal needs and 
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interests (Zaichkowsky, 1985). To measure political involvement, students were asked to 

select the adjectives that best describe their involvement in Chinese political affairs 

and/or issues. The seven five-point semantic differential scales have the following 

endpoints: (1) Important—Unimportant, (2) Irrelevant—Relevant, (3) Useless—Useless, 

(4) Beneficial—Not beneficial, (5) Uninterested—Interested, (6) Unexciting—Exciting, 

(7) Appealing—Unappealing. The average reported reliability for this index, which has 

been used in previous studies, was 0.92 (Zaichkowsy, 1985). The responses were summed 

to form an overall measure of involvement ranging from a low of 7 to a high of 35. The 

responses to these items were averaged to measure involvement in politics.  

This research question was answered by conducting two separate Pearson 

correlation tests. 

RQ8: What is the relationship between attitude toward politics and the 

credibility ratings for traditional and online sources?  

The eight semantic differential scales used to measure attitude toward politics 

were taken from Spangenberg, Voss and Crowley’s (1997) Hedonic and Utilitarian 

Consumer Attitudes Scale. To measure attitude toward politics, students were asked to 

select the adjectives that best describe what they think and feel toward Chinese current 

affairs in general. The semantic differential scales have the following endpoints: (1) 

Unimportant—Important, (2) Harmful—Beneficial, (3) Boring—Interesting, (4) 

Unappealing—Appealing, (5) Useful—Useless, (6) Sensible—Not sensible, (7) 

Helpful—Unhelpful, and (8) Productive—Unproductive. This index, previously applied, 

showed a reliability estimate of 0.91.  
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This research question was answered by conducting two separate Pearson 

correlation tests. 

RQ9: Does the media platform (traditional vs. online) influence credibility 

perceptions after controlling for exposure to news, attention to news, political 

involvement, and attitudes toward politics? 

RQ10: Does place of residence (rural vs. urban) influence credibility 

perceptions after controlling for exposure to news, attention to news, political 

involvement, and attitudes toward politics? 

RQ11: Does Party/League membership influence credibility perceptions after 

controlling for exposure and attention to news, political involvement, and attitudes 

toward politics? 

To answer RQ9-RQ11, a series of analysis of covariance tests (ANCOVA) were 

conducted. 

RQ12: Which factor (media platform, place of residence, exposure to news, 

attention to news, political involvement, attitude toward politics, or party 

membership) is the most powerful predictor of credibility?  

A multiple regression test was conducted to answer this question.  
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CHAPTER 4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This study sought to determine Chinese young people’s perceptions of the 

credibility of the traditional news media and online news as conveyors of national 

political information. It also examined whether urban and rural residents as well as 

members and non-members of the Communist Party and the Communist Youth League 

differ in their assessments of the credibility of these two major types of information 

sources. The study also assessed the impact of media platform, place of residence, and 

Party/League membership on perceptions of source credibility given the potential 

intervening influence of exposure and attention to news, political involvement, and 

attitude toward politics. 

The Sample 

 A total of 668 questionnaires were collected from an online survey of Chinese 

college students. Of these, 44 were incomplete and were discarded. A total of 624 valid 

questionnaires were analyzed.  

Table 1 shows the respondents’ demographic characteristics, including their 

gender, year in school, major field of study, place of registered residence, family income, 

and Party and/or League membership. A total of 337 males and 287 females participated 

in this survey, with the male respondents accounting for 54% of the sample. Most of the 

respondents were college juniors, about 28% of the total. The 38 graduate students 

constituted 6.1% of those who returned valid responses. About 27.6% reported an annual 

household income that was less than RMB25,000 (1US$=6.22RMB) in 2012; 28.5% 

earned RMB25,000 to 49,999 the same year. A large majority of the respondents (87.7%) 
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were Communist Youth League members; 19.7% were Party members. Those who do not 

fall under any of these two categories, called non-members, comprise 12.3% of the 

sample. Of the Party members, 41 (33.3%) reported having been a member for less than a 

year, and 40 (32.5%) have been members for one or two years. Twelve (9.8%) said they 

joined the Party more than four years ago. 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of respondents (N=624) 

� � Frequency % 
Gender (mode=male) �  �  
Male 337 54.0  
Female 287 46.0  
Grade (mode=junior) � � � �

Freshman 120 19.2  
Sophomore 141 22.6  
Junior 175 28.0  
Senior 119 19.1  
Graduate student 38 6.1  
Other 31 5.0  
Major (mode=Professions and applied 
sciences) �  �  

Humanities 71 11.4  
Social sciences 89 14.3  
Natural sciences 95 15.2  
Formal sciences 73 11.7  
Professions and applied sciences 183 29.3  
Others 113 18.1  
Registered residence (mode=rural) �  �  
Rural  357 57.2  
Urban 267 42.8  
Family income (median=RMB25,000 
to RMB49,999) �  �  
Less than 25,000 172 27.6  
25,000 to 49,999 178 28.5  
50,000 to 99,999 133 21.3  
100,000 to 149,999 77 12.3  
150,000 to 199,999 35 5.6  
200,000 to 249,999 19 3.0  
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More than 250,000 10 1.6  

Table 1. (continued) 

 Frequency % 
Party affiliation (mode=Youth League 
member) � � �  
Party member 123 19.7  
Youth League member 424 67.9  
Non-member  77 12.3  
Duration of Party membership 
(mode=less than 1 year) �  �  
Less than a year 41 33.3  
1-2 years 40 32.5  
2-3 years 23 18.7  
3-4 years 7 5.7 
More than 4 years 12 9.8  
Total 123 �  

 

Media Use Habits 

 In general, the sample of Chinese college students spent more time on the new media 

to get national political news. Of the 624 respondents, 148 (23.7%) generally spent one to 

two hours a week getting news through the traditional media, while 127 (20.4%) spent 

two to three hours a week on the new media (Table 2). The respondents also reportedly 

paid a fair amount of attention to both platforms as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for exposure and attention to traditional and online 
media  
 

Exposure 
(hours/week) 

Traditional media 
 

Online media 
 

(mode=3) (mode=4) 
Frequency % Frequency % 

0 10 1.6 10 1.6 
0-0.99  120 19.2 57 9.1 
1-1.99 148 23.7 99 15.9 
2-2.99 107 17.1 127 20.4 
3-3.99 69 11.1 88 14.1 
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Table 2. (continued) 
4-4.99 68 10.9 93 14.9 

Exposure 
(hours/week) 

Traditional 
media 

 

Online 
media 

 

Traditional 
media 

 

Online 
media 

 
(mode=3) (mode=4) (mode=3) (mode=4) 
Frequency % Frequency % 

5-4.99 45 7.2 66 10.6 
6-6.99 27 4.3 34 5.4 
7-7.99 17 2.7 23 3.7 
More than 8 hours 13 2.1 27 4.3 
Attention mode=3 mode=3 
No attention at all 59 9.5 48 7.7 
Very little attention 152 24.4 153 24.5 
Fair attention 285 45.7 231 37.0 
Close attention 101 16.2 142 22.8 
As closely as I can 27 4.3 50 8.0 
Total 624 100.0 624 100.0 

 

Media Dependence 

RQ1 asks: What sources (traditional vs. online) do Chinese college students 

depend on for information regarding current national political news? 

The respondents were asked the extent to which they depend on a number of 

sources for national political news on a scale from 1 to 5 where 1 means “do not depend 

at all” and 5 means “depend a great deal.” The results, shown in Table 3, indicate that 

Chinese students relied on micro-blogs the most for national political news (M= 3.22), 

followed by non-social networking sites (3.17), social networking sites (3.04), and 

television (2.92). Although the top three platforms when it comes to dependability fell 

under the general rubric of new media, television still asserted its strong role as a source 

of political information in the lives of young people. The blogs’ popularity as news 
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outlets considerably waned with the emergence of their abbreviated counterparts, the 

micro-blogs, in 2009. Micro-blogs allow users to publish short text updates or 

“microposts” using a number of services, including instant messaging, email, or Twitter 

that enhance interactivity. Celebrities use them incessantly, part of the reason why 

micro-blogs have captured the interest of young people. Radio lagged at the bottom of the 

list (M=2.44). 

Table 3. Rank order of mean scores for dependence on media platforms 
 
Rank Media sources Mean Std. dev. Mode 
1 Micro-blogs (e.g., Sina, Sohu, Tencent) 3.22  1.11  4 
2 Non-social networking sites (e.g., qq, 

163, Sohu, Sina, ifeng) 
3.17  1.11  3 

3 Social networking sites or SNSs (e.g., 
Renren, Kaixin, Douban) 

3.04  1.11  3 

4 Television 2.92  1.04  3 
5 Print and online magazines 2.77  1.03  2 
6 Bulletin board systems or BBSs (e.g., 

Tianya, Mop, Sohu Club) 
2.76  1.07  3 

7 Blogs (e.g., Sina Blog, Sohu Blog, Blog 
Bus, Blogger) 

2.73  1.12  3 

8 Print and online newspapers 2.65  1.00  2 
9 Radio 2.44  1.08  2 

 

Credibility Ratings 

RQ2 asks whether there is a difference in the credibility ratings of traditional 

versus online sources in their coverage of national politics. To answer this question, the 

sources were grouped into two broad categories: (1) traditional media, which includes the 

print and online editions of newspapers and magazines as well television shows, radio 

programs and their online outlets; and (2) online media, which specifically refers to 

micro-blogs, social networking sites or SNSs, non-social networking sites (excluding the 
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online versions of traditional media outlets), bulletin board systems or BBSs, and blogs. 

The credibility index was composed of nine items. Overall credibility was measured by 

averaging the responses for the traditional (Cronbach’s alpha=.85) and online sources 

(Cronbach’s alpha=.84). The mean values for traditional and online sources were 3.34 

(SD=0.75) and 3.67 (SD=0.70), respectively, suggesting that college students generally 

perceived online sources as more credible than traditional sources.  

Demographic Influences 

Place of Residence 

RQ3 asks if there is a difference between college students from urban and rural 

areas in terms of the credibility they assign to traditional versus online sources of national 

political news. To answer this question, an independent samples t-test was conducted. 

The results show no significant difference between the two groups (Table 4). In other 

words, students from rural areas did not differ from their urban counterparts in terms of 

how they assessed the credibility of both platforms in delivering news about national 

political affairs.  

Table 4. T-test testing the difference between students from urban and rural areas 
in terms of news credibility ratings 
 

Media platform Residence N Mean Std. dev. t df p 

Traditional 
Rural 357 3.33  0.76  -.344 622 .731 

 Urban 267 3.35  0.74  

Online 
Rural 357 3.68  0.71  .574 622 .566 
Urban 267 3.65  0.67  

 

Party Membership 

RQ4 asks whether Party members, Youth League members, and non-members 
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differ in terms of the perceived credibility of two paltforms of information about national 

political affairs. To answer this question, an ANOVA test was conducted. The results, 

shown on Table 5, indicate no difference in the three groups’ evaluations of the 

credibility of traditional media (F=2.060, df=2, p=.128). However, there was a significant 

difference in their credibility ratings of online platforms (F=7.289, df=2, p=.001). The 

descriptive statistics show that Party and Youth League members produced means (3.67 

for Party members and 3.72 for Youth League members) that were higher than that of 

non-members (3.39). A Tukey post hoc test (Table 5) reveal significant differences 

between Youth League members and non-members (p=.000) and between Party members 

and non-members (p=.017) in how they rated the credibility of online media.  

Table 5. Results of an ANOVA test to determine differences in credibility ratings 
among Party members, Youth League members, and non-members 
 
 N Mean Std.dev. 
Traditional 
media 

Party member 123 3.30  0.77  
Youth League member 424 3.38  0.71  
Non-member 77 3.20  0.90  
Total 624 3.34  0.75  

Online 
media 

Party member 123 3.67  0.70  
Youth League member 424 3.72  0.66  
Non-member 77 3.39  0.80  
Total 624 3.67  0.69  

 

  Sum of 
squares 

df Mean 
square 

F Sig. 

Traditional 
media 

Between groups 2.295 2 1.147 2.060 .128 
Within groups 345.824 621 .557   
Total 348.119 623    

Online 
media 

Between groups 6.901 2 3.450 7.389 .001 
Within groups 289.985 621 .467   
Total 296.886 623    
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Tukey post-hoc comparisons 

Membership categories Mean 
difference 

Std. 
error 

Sig. 

95% Confidence 
interval 

Lower 
bound 

Upper 
bound 

Communist Party 
members 

Communist Youth 
League members 

-.05267 .06998 .732 -.2171 .1117 

Communist Party 
members 

Non-members .27273* .09930 .017 .0394 .5060 

Communist 
Youth League 
members 

Non-members 
 

.32540* 
 

.08465 
 

.000 
 

.1265 
 

.5243 
 

 

Factors Related to News Credibility Assessments 

Research Questions 5-8 examine the relationships between credibility assessments 

and four variables (exposure to political news, attention to political news, political 

involvement, and attitude toward politics) hypothesized to have a bearing on credibility 

ratings. Bivariate Pearson correlation tests were conducted to answer these questions.  

Exposure to Political News 

RQ5 sought to determine the relationship between exposure to news and the 

credibility ratings of traditional and online sources. The results of Pearson’s correlation 

tests show no statistically significant relationship between news credibility ratings and 

exposure to the two platforms, which means that the amount of time spent on traditional 

and online sources did not have a bearing on credibility assessments (Table 6). 

Attention to Political News 

 RQ6 asks: What is the relationship between attention to news and the credibility 

ratings for traditional and online sources? Pearson’s correlation results revealed a 
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statistically significant positive relationship between news credibility and attention to the 

two platforms, which indicates that the more attention young people paid to traditional 

and online news sources, the more likely they perceived those sources as credible. The 

correlation between attention to online news and the credibility ascribed to these sources 

was particularly strong (r=.748). 

Political Involvement 

RQ7 aims to determine the relationship between political involvement and the 

credibility ratings for traditional and online sources. Political involvement was measured 

by averaging the answers to seven semantic differential scale items (Cronbach’s 

alpha=.94). As expected, the relationship between political involvement and credibility 

ratings for the two types of sources, although moderate (r=.553 for traditional and r=.546 

for online sources), were significant (Table 6). 

Attitude toward Politics 

RQ8 examines the relationship between attitude toward politics and the credibility 

ratings for traditional and online sources. Attitude toward politics was measured by 

averaging the responses to eight semantic differential scale items (Cronbach’s alpha=.95). 

The results reveal a moderate but significant relationship between attitude toward politics 

and the credibility ratings for the two types of sources (Table 6).  

Table 6. Pearson’s correlation results 

 
Variables Pearson correlation (r) 

Exposure (Traditional) Credibility (Traditional)             .017 
Exposure (Online) Credibility (Online)             .067 
Attention (Traditional) Credibility (Traditional) .377** 
Attention (Online) Credibility (Online) .748** 
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Table 6. (continued) 
Variables Pearson correlation (r) 

Political involvement Credibility (Traditional) .553** 
Political involvement Credibility (Online) .546** 
Attitude toward politics Credibility (Traditional) .599** 
Attitude toward politics Credibility (Online) .577** 

The Influence of Covariates 

 Research Questions 9-11 aim to test the influence of media platform, place of 

residence, and Party/League membership on perceptions of news credibility controlling 

for the influence of the four variables analyzed above (exposure to news, attention to 

news, political involvement, and attitudes toward politics). 

Media Platform 

RQ9 asks whether the media platform used the most (traditional vs. online) 

influenced credibility perceptions after controlling for the combined effect of exposure 

and attention to news, political involvement, and attitudes toward politics. A new variable 

was created to represent the media platform most used in terms of exposure. To do this, 

those who spent more time on the traditional media (27.1%) were coded as 1; those who 

spent more time on the online media (72.9%) were coded as 2.  

To answer this research question, a univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) 

test was conducted with credibility ratings of the traditional media as the first dependent 

variable, media platform as the fixed factor (or grouping variable), and the four 

intervening variables as covariates. The results outlined in Table 7 show that media 

platform did not significantly influence credibility perceptions [F(1, 428)=.023, p=.880, 

and".=.000]. In the case of traditional media credibility, the Levene’s test indicates 

equal variance among groups and the interaction among the four controlling variables was 
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not significant. Although media platform had no significant impact when the influence of 

the four variables combined were taken into account, the results suggest that three of the 

four covariates—exposure to traditional media, attitude toward politics, and 

involvement—significantly mediated perceptions of traditional news credibility.  

Table 7. ANCOVA results testing the influence of media platform use on traditional 
media credibility ratings with exposure, attention, political involvement, and 
attitudes toward politics as covariates 
 
Levene’s test of equality of error variances (traditional media credibility) 
 

F df1 df2 Sig. 

.093 1 434 .761 
 
 

Source 
Type III sum 

of squares Df 
Mean 
square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 
squared 

Corrected 
model 

93.387a 7 13.341 35.844 .000 .370 

Intercept 3.658 1 3.658 9.828 .002 .022 
platform * 
attention * 
attitude * 
involvement 

2.062 2 1.031 2.770 .064 .013 

Platform .008 1 .008 .023 .880 .000 
Attention .072 1 .072 .194 .660 .000 
Exposure 2.876 1 2.876 7.728 .006 .018 
Attitude 15.001 1 15.001 40.305 .000 .086 
Involvement 3.216 1 3.216 8.640 .003 .020 
Error 159.300 428 .372 �  �  �  
Total 5172.235 436 �  �  �  �  
Corrected 
Total 

252.686 435 
�  �  �  �  

 

As shown in Table 8, when online credibility was treated as the dependent 

variable, the results also show no significant influence of media platform use after 
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controlling for exposure and attention to news, political involvement, and attitudes toward 

politics [F(1, 429)=.083, p=.773, and".=.000]. The Levene’s test indicates equal 

variance among groups and the interaction among the four control variables was not 

significant. Although media platform had no significant impact when the influence of 

four variables combined were taken into account, the results suggest that three of the four 

covariates—exposure to traditional media, attitude toward politics, and political 

involvement—significantly mediated perceptions of online news credibility. These three 

covariates also were found to be significant mediators of traditional media credibility.  

 
Table 8. ANCOVA results testing the influence of media platform use on online 
news credibility ratings with exposure, attention, political involvement, and attitudes 
toward politics as covariates 
 
Levene’s test of equality of error variances (online media credibility)  
 

F df1 df2 Sig. 
2.494 1 434 .115 

 

Source 
Type III sum 

of squares df Mean square F Sig. 
Partial Eta 

squared 
Corrected 
model 

71.098a 6 11.850 37.016 .000 .341 

Intercept .651 1 .651 2.034 .155 .005 
platform * 
attention * 
attitude * 
involvement 

.840 1 .840 2.625 .106 .006 

Platform .027 1 .027 .083 .773 .000 
Attention 1.031 1 1.031 3.220 .073 .007 
Exposure 1.296 1 1.296 4.050 .045 .009 
Attitude 14.070 1 14.070 43.954 .000 .093 
Involvement 8.057 1 8.057 25.169 .000 .055 
Error 137.332 429 .320 �  �  �  
Total 6095.494 436 �  �  �  �  
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Place of Residence 

RQ10 asks whether place of residence (rural vs. urban) influenced credibility 

perceptions after controlling for the same four intervening variables. First, a univariate 

ANCOVA was conducted with credibility ratings score as the dependent variable, place 

of residence as the fixed factor (or grouping variable), and exposure and attention to news, 

political involvement, and attitudes toward politics as covariates.  

An analysis of the descriptive statistics suggested no substantial difference in 

traditional and online credibility ratings given urban and rural residents (Table 9). 

Consequently, the ANCOVA findings show that place of residence did not significantly 

influence traditional media credibility perceptions after controlling for exposure and 

attention to news, political involvement, and attitudes toward politics as shown in Table 

10 [F(1, 617)=.306, p=.581, and".=.000]. As expected, exposure, political attitude and 

involvement significantly mediated perceptions of traditional media news credibility.  

The same results were recorded using online credibility as the dependent variable 

(Table 11). The ANCOVA test showed that place of residence did not significantly 

influence online media credibility perceptions after controlling for the combined impact 

of the four variables [F(1, 617)=2,425, p=.120, and".=.004]. In this case, however, the 

covariates attention, attitude and involvement were shown to be significant mediators. 

Table 9. Traditional and online media use according to place of residence  
 

Place of 
residence 

Mean Std. dev. 
N 

Traditional Online Traditional Online 
Rural 3.33  3.68  0.76  0.71  357 
Urban 3.35  3.65  0.74  0.67  267 
Total 3.34  3.67  0.75  0.69  624 
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Table 10. ANCOVA results testing the influence of place of residence on traditional 
news credibility ratings with exposure, attention, political involvement, and attitudes 
toward politics as covariates 
 

Source 
Type III sum 

of squares Df Mean square F Sig. 
Partial Eta 

squared 
Corrected 
model 

143.918a 6 23.986 72.476 .000 .413 

Intercept 2.437 1 2.437 7.364 .007 .012 
place * 
attention * 
attitude * 
involvement 

1.554 1 1.554 4.695 .031 .008 

Place of 
residence 

.101 1 .101 .306 .581 .000 

Attention .281 1 .281 .850 .357 .001 
Exposure 2.751 1 2.751 8.312 .004 .013 
Attitude 20.753 1 20.753 62.705 .000 .092 
Involvement 7.630 1 7.630 23.054 .000 .036 
Error 204.201 617 .331 �  �  �  
Total 7302.951 624 �  �  �  �  
Corrected 
Total 

348.119 623 �  �  �  �  

 

Table 11. ANCOVA results testing the influence of place of residence on online news 
credibility ratings with exposure, attention, political involvement, and attitudes 
toward politics as covariates 
 

Source Type III sum 
of squares 

Df Mean square F Sig. Partial Eta 
squared 

Corrected 
Model 

115.467a 6 19.245 65.450 .000 .389 

Intercept .849 1 .849 2.888 .090 .005 
place * attention 
* attitude * 
involvement 

.552 1 .552 1.879 .171 .003 

Place of 
residence 

.713 1 .713 2.425 .120 .004 

Attention 1.843 1 1.843 6.268 .013 .010 
Exposure .826 1 .826 2.808 .094 .005 
Attitude 20.868 1 20.868 70.971 .000 .103 
Involvement 12.492 1 12.492 42.485 .000 .064 



www.manaraa.com

 48 

Table 11. (continued) 

Source 
Type III sum 

of squares Df Mean square F Sig. 
Partial Eta 

squared 
Error 181.419 617 .294 �  �  �  
Total 8696.000 624 �  �  �  �  
Corrected 
Total 

296.886 623 
�  �  �  �  

 

Party Membership 

RQ11 asks: Does Party/League membership influence credibility perceptions after 

controlling for exposure and attention to news, political involvement, and attitudes toward 

politics? A univariate ANCOVA was again employed with media credibility scores as the 

dependent variable, party membership as the grouping variable, and with exposure to 

news, attention to news, political involvement, and attitudes toward politics as covariates. 

Table 12 lists the means of news credibility ratings for both platforms as assessed 

by the three groups. In all cases, these figures were higher for online news, but the means 

produced by League members (traditional=3.30, online=3.72) and Party members 

(traditional=3.30, 3.67) were higher than those elicited from non-members 

(traditional=3.20, online=3.39). The results of the ANCOVA test (Table 13) indicate that 

party affiliation did not significantly influence the credibility ratings of the traditional 

media after controlling for the combined effect of the four intervening variables 

[F(2.624)=2.522 , p=.081,".=.008]. This time, none of the covariates were found to be 

important mediators of traditional media credibility ratings. 

However, the results were significant in terms of online news credibility [F(2, 

616)=5.985, p=.003,".=.019] as shown in Table 14. Thus, party membership 

significantly influenced online news credibility perceptions after accounting for the 
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combined impact of the four intervening variables. Except for exposure, all covariates 

were found to be significant mediators of online credibility evaluations. 

Table 12. Descriptive statistics for party affiliation 

Membership status 
Mean Std. dev. 

N 
Traditional Online Traditional Online 

Party member 3.30  3.67  0.77  0.70  123 
League member 3.38  3.72  0.71  0.66  424 
Non-member 3.20  3.39  0.90  0.80  77 
Total 3.34  3.67  0.75  0.69  624 

 

Table 13. ANCOVA results for the influence of Party/League membership on 
traditional media credibility ratings with exposure, attention, political involvement, 
and attitudes toward politics as covariates 
 

Source Type III sum 
of squares 

df Mean 
square 

F Sig. Partial Eta 
squared 

Corrected Model 144.413a 8 18.052 54.499 0 0.415 
Intercept 36.638 1 36.638 110.613 0 0.152 
party * attention 
* attitude * 
involvement 29.264 3 9.755 29.45 0 0.126 
Party/League 
membership 1.671 2 0.836 2.522 0.081 0.008 
Attention 11.323 1 11.323 34.185 0 0.053 
Exposure 1.255 1 1.255 3.788 0.052 0.006 
Attitude 0.863 1 0.863 2.605 0.107 0.004 
Involvement 203.706 615 0.331       
Error 7302.951 624         
Total 348.119 623         

 
 
Table 14. ANCOVA results for the influence of Party/League membership on online 
media credibility ratings with exposure, attention, political involvement, and 
attitudes toward politics as covariates 
 

Source 
Type III sum of 

squares df 
Mean 
square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 
squared 

Corrected 
Model 

118.225a 7 16.889 58.232 .000 .398 
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Table 14. (continued) 

Source 
Type III sum of 

squares df 
Mean 
square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 
squared 

Intercept .844 1 .844 2.912 .088 .005 
party * 
attention * 
attitude * 
involvement 

.558 1 .558 1.923 .166 .003 

Party/League 
membership 

3.471 2 1.736 5.985 .003 .019 

Attention 1.796 1 1.796 6.194 .013 .010 
Exposure .765 1 .765 2.639 .105 .004 
Attitude 20.062 1 20.062 69.172 .000 .101 
Involvement 12.260 1 12.260 42.271 .000 .064 
Error 178.661 616 .290 �  �  �  
Total 8696.000 624 �  �  �  �  
Corrected 
Total 

296.886 623 �  �  �  �  

 

The Most Powerful Credibility Predictor 

RQ12 asks which demographic variables (place of residence, party membership, 

gender), politics-related factors (political involvement and attitude toward politics), and 

media-related variables (media platform, exposure to news, attention to news) were the 

most powerful predictors of credibility perceptions. Two multiple regression tests were 

conducted to answer this question. The first considered traditional media credibility 

ratings as the dependent variable; the other used online credibility ratings. 

The results, shown in Table 15, indicate that 37.1% of the variance in traditional 

media credibility was explained by the line-up of predictor variables. However, attitude 

toward politics (standardized beta=.393; p< .001) and political involvement (standardized 

beta=.21; p< .001) were the two most powerful determinants of traditional media 

credibility perceptions. These were followed by gender (standardized beta=.091; p< .05), 
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attention (standardized beta=.089; p< .05), and exposure to political news (standardized 

beta= .078; p<.05). The findings suggest that individual political characteristics and 

media-related factors significantly influenced traditional media credibility assessments. 

Gender was the only demographic variable found to exert an influence. 

Table 15. Multiple regression results showing the influence of demographic, political, 
and media variables on traditional media credibility perceptions 
 

Multiple regression model summary 

Model R R square 
Adjusted R 

square 
Std. error of 
the estimate 

1 .609a .371 .359 .61007 

ANOVA 

 

Model 
Sum of 
Squares df 

Mean 
Square F Sig. 

1 Regression 93.762 8 11.720 31.490 .000a 
Residual 158.924 427 .372 �  �  
Total 252.686 435 �  �  �  

 

Model 
Standardized 
coefficients t Sig. 

Beta 
1 (Constant) �  1.218 .224 

Attitude .393 7.227 .000 
Involvement .210 3.946 .000 
Gender .091 2.347 .019 
Attention .089 2.040 .042 
Exposure -.078 -1.973 .049 
Platform -.038 -.982 .327 
Party affiliation .033 .848 .397 
Place of residence -.003 -.084 .933 

 

All predictor variables contributed 34% of the variance in online credibility 

assessments as shown in Table 16. However, only attitude toward politics (standardized 

beta=.359; p< .001) and involvement in politics (standardized beta=.258; p< .001) were 
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significant predictors of online credibility. Thus, only the political variables were found to 

be powerful antecedents of online credibility. Media-related and demographic factors 

failed to exert significant influence. 

Table 16. Multiple regression results showing the influence of demographic, political, 
and media variables on online media credibility perceptions 
 

Multiple regression model summary 

Model R R square 
Adjusted 
R square 

Std. error of the 
estimate 

1 .583a .340 .328 .56745 
 

ANOVA  
 

Model Sum of 
squares 

df Mean 
square 

F Sig. 

1 Regression 70.937 8 8.867 27.538 .000a 
Residual 137.492 427 .322 �  �  
Total 208.430 435 �  �  �  

 

Model 

Standardized 
coefficients 

T Sig. Beta 
1 (Constant) �  4.240 .000 

Attitude .359 6.470 .000 
Involvement .258 4.766 .000 
Exposure .057 1.311 .191 
Place of residence -.042 -1.062 .289 
Party affiliation -.039 -.972 .332 
Attention .039 .880 .379 
Gender -.012 -.308 .759 
Platform .007 .188 .851 
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Summary of Findings 
 

 Chinese college students were found to spend more time on the online media 

from which they reportedly gather national political information. Among the online 

platforms at their disposal, micro-blogs were most used for national political news, 

followed by non-social networking sites. Of the traditional media sources, television still 

remains a major source of political information for these young adults. 

 The online sources were most used perhaps because they were also seen as more 

credible than traditional sources. Aware that the traditional news media are subject to 

considerable external control, young adults tended to resort to online media sources, 

which were perceived to be less constrained by regulations regarding the conduct of the 

journalism profession and thus allow a freer expression of comments and opinion.   

 There were no significant differences found in the traditional and online 

credibility assessments based on registered official residence (urban vs rural) areas. 

However, Communist Party/Youth League members and non-members differed in their 

assessments of the credibility of these two major types of information sources. In general, 

Party and/or League members perceived online news to be more credible than 

non-members, but the differences were not significant for traditional media credibility 

perceptions.  

 How did the credibility ratings for these two media platforms relate to exposure 

and attention to news, political involvement, and attitude toward politics? The results of 

bivariate correlation tests show that attention to news, political involvement, and attitude 

toward politics have positive relationships with the credibility ratings of both platforms. 
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Only exposure to news did not correlate significantly with the credibility ratings for 

traditional and online sources. This may be because many audience members tend to 

spend time on media sources they do not necessarily trust, accessing them as just as a 

matter of habit.  

 Party and/or Youth League membership was found to have influenced online 

credibility perceptions after controlling for the impact of exposure and attention to news, 

political involvement, and attitudes toward politics using ANCOVA tests. This was not 

the case when the influence of Party/League affiliation on traditional media credibility 

ratings was tested using the same four factors as covariates. When media platform used 

the most and place of residence were employed as the fixed or grouping factor, no 

significant influence in traditional and online credibility was detected. 

The results of multiple regression tests to determine the most powerful predictors 

of credibility assessments indicate that individual political characteristics (political 

attitude and involvement) and media-related factors (exposure and attention) were strong 

determinants of traditional media credibility; gender was the only demographic variable 

found to have a significant influence. Only attitude toward politics and political 

involvement exerted significant influence on online credibility perceptions.  
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CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSIONS 

This study sought to determine young people’s perceptions of the credibility of the 

traditional news media and online news as conveyors of national political information. It 

also examined whether urban and rural residents as well as members and non-members of 

the Communist Party and the Communist Youth League differ in their assessments of the 

credibility of these two major types of information sources. The study also assessed the 

impact of media platform, place of residence, and Party/League membership on 

perceptions of source credibility given the intervening influence of exposure and attention 

to news, political involvement, and attitude toward politics. To answer the research 

questions, an online survey of Chinese college students was conducted. . 

The Findings and their Implications to Theory and Professional Practice 

The survey results show that young Chinese adults relied more on the online news 

media to be informed about national political affairs, primarily micro-blogs. A microblog 

differs from a traditional blog in that its content is typically smaller in both actual and 

aggregate file size, allowing users to exchange small elements of content such as short 

sentences, individual images, or video links (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2011). They are 

limited to the exchange of short, 140-character text messages. These small messages are 

sometimes called “microposts” (Lohmann et al., 2012). In China, Weibo is the most 

popular micro-blog. It uses a format similar to its American counterpart. Its most visited 

sites are Sina Weibo, followed by Tencent Weibo and Sohu Weibo. CNNIC (2012) 

reports that by the end of 2011, there were 250 million micro bloggers in the mainland, a 

figure that rose by a whopping 296% compared with that at the end of 2010. Kaplan and 
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Haenlein (2011) posit that the success of micro-blogs is due to the specific set of 

characteristics they possess: “(1) the creation of ambient awareness, (2) a unique form of 

push-push-pull communication, and (3) their ability to serve as a platform for virtual 

exhibitionism and voyeurism” (p. 105). 

According to the findings, one reason why respondents preferred online sources is 

because they perceived them as more credible than their traditional counterparts. Scholars 

have already examined the reasons behind such a perception. Kim and Masiclat (2007), 

for example, hypothesized that three characteristics of online communication enhance 

audiences’ assessments of expertise and trustworthiness. These are the personal 

significance and social significance of the topics discussed in online venues, and 

interactivity factors. They suggest that people tend to ascribe greater credibility to the 

online media because they are seen as delivering news important to society and relevant 

to their individual needs. The web’s interactive features also generally lead to higher 

expertise evaluations. Media channels with these characteristics were judged as current, 

up-to-date, and timely; those having less of these attributes were evaluated as presenting 

incomplete and biased information. 

 In the Chinese context, it may be that young adults perceived the online media to 

be less constrained by regulations regarding the conduct of the journalism profession and 

thus allow a freer expression of comments and opinion. Ironically, the blocking of 

Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, and most major blog sites (Bass, 2009), may have further 

heightened the personal and social significance value of these sites where content is 

predominantly user-generated. These restrictions were in addition to government 
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regulations (Ding, 2009) and censorship principles (Kenji, 2010) to which the traditional 

media have long been subjected. The Chinese equivalent of many of these sites (i.e., 

Youku, the Chinese version of Youtube or Xiaonei, the Chinese version of Facebook), 

however, remain available and popular. The choice to block major foreign sites and not 

their domestic equivalents may have been brought about by the Chinese government’s 

prime concern about international criticism, about which it worries more than internal 

tension. Nonetheless, the popularity of online sources attest to the level of regard the 

public holds about their utility.    

Despite the primacy of the online sources, the respondents’ credibility 

assessments only slightly fluctuated across media. The closeness of credibility ratings 

also can be interpreted to mean that young adults are somewhat apprehensive about all 

channels. This is buttressed by the finding that media exposure did not correlate 

significantly with the credibility ratings for traditional and online sources. Other than the 

lingering apprehension, this may be because audience members tend to spend time on 

media sources they do not necessarily trust, accessing them more as a matter of habit. 

Nevertheless, communication practitioners should still take advantage of the interactive 

capabilities of the online media to deliver national political news.  

As expected, individual characteristics related to politics (political involvement 

and attitude toward politics) reveal a moderate but significant relationship with the 

credibility ratings for the two types of sources, a finding that is in line with those of 

previous studies (e.g., Gunther, 1992; Judd & Milburn, 1980). Involvement with politics 

and attitudes toward politics were found to be the most powerful predictors of credibility 
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perceptions even in the presence of other influential determinants, such as demographic 

variables (place of residence, Party/League membership, gender) and media-related 

variables (media platform used, exposure and attention to news). This means that the 

extent to which people are involved with national affairs and the degree to which they see 

national political news as important to their lives tend to drive the credibility ratings of 

information sources.  

The present study failed to support Yang’s (2002) contention that the widening 

gap in the socioeconomic conditions of rural and urban residents may have affected the 

source credibility evaluations of people in these two groups. Rural residents, it was 

hypothesized, may be less inclined to find online sources credible due to the absence or 

lack of exposure to the new media. In 2011, rural Internet users stood at 136 million, 

accounting for only 26.5% of the overall online audience (CNNIC, 2012). In the current 

study, students from rural areas gave the same credibility ratings to both platforms as 

their urban counterparts. This may be because regardless of place of residence, college 

students have sufficient access to computers and online services.  

The study also examined whether members and non-members of the Communist 

Party and the Communist Youth League differ in their assessments of the credibility of 

these two major types of information sources. The results indicate no difference in the 

three groups’ evaluations of the credibility of traditional media, which indicates that 

today’s college students seek Party and/or League membership primarily because they see 

the advantages of membership in future job searches and career advancement (Guo, 2005) 

rather than the notion that any information following Party lines is believable. However, 
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there was a significant difference in the three groups’ credibility ratings of online 

platforms. That is, Youth League members found online sources to be more credible than 

non-members. The same is true when Party members were compared with non-members. 

This may be because Youth League and Party members perceive online news sources as 

having greater freedom in performing their functions.   

Whether audiences used the online or traditional media did not seem to have any 

bearing on credibility ratings even when the influence of exposure and attention to news, 

political involvement, and attitudes toward politics, were taken into account. This finding 

suggests that one’s predisposition toward politics and level of involvement with it hold a 

greater sway on how the credibility of sources is assessed.  

Limitations of the Study 

This study has taken a step toward illuminating the factors that drive media 

credibility perceptions. Although the results have theoretical and applied implications on 

the determination of credibility perceptions, certain limitations should be drawn. First, the 

use of a non-probability sample of college students registered in Chinese universities 

severely limits the generalizability of this study’s findings. Because the study made use of 

an online survey, the responses were confined to students who have access to computers 

and Internet service. The results may also be skewed by the fact that young people are 

known to be “digital natives,” with a propensity to favor online channels due to their 

socialization process. A representative and heterogeneous sample of young Chinese 

adults will provide a more accurate picture of media habits and source credibility 

evaluations. 
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Second, this study assumes that content is equal across media platforms. Indeed, 

there may be a wide variance across outlets in terms of quantity and quality of national 

affairs coverage. 

Third, the sample size may have been too small to detect differences. It is best to 

test whether the results will hold for a bigger sample of young media users.  

Fourth, most of the variables of interest in this study were ascertained through 

self-reports. Self-reports, however, are based on personal memory that easily degrades 

and are prone to bias. As such, data distortions may be present. 

Lastly, the original questionnaire was in English; some cultural meanings might 

have been lost in the translation to Mandarin, and in the reversed direction. 

Suggestions for Future Study 

The expanding popularity of online sources of national political affairs news in 

China makes it imperative for communication scholars to closely examine the factors that 

impinge on the public’s credibility assessments. In doing so, future studies may choose to 

examine the influence of other factors, cultural or otherwise, that are unique to the 

Chinese context. For instance, the effect of government vs. private ownership of media 

outlets bears close scrutiny. There are two big categories of newspapers in 

China—national newspapers and regional newspapers. Although all newspapers are 

virtually under government control, those of national circulation (e.g., China Daily, 

People’s Daily, China Economic Times, PLA Daily, which is the official organ of the 

People’s Liberation Army) are generally more Party-oriented than regional newspapers. 

Among the latter, the Southern Daily and Southern Metropolis Daily, which are parts of 
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the giant Southern Media Group, are known for superior reporting and a higher level of 

frankness than the mainstream press. Because these newspapers have a reputation for 

their relatively fearless approach, especially in investigative reporting, people may 

perceive news from these regional outlets to be more credible. 

It is also important to document whether traditional and online media sources have 

become increasingly open and responsive to pubic demand. Corollary to this, it is 

pertinent to monitor the public’s perception of the credibility of the media system to 

which it is constantly exposed to serve as a measure of changes or improvements in 

media performance. The findings of studies that employ longitudinal designs using, for 

example, time series analyses, will inform not just media managers but also those who 

plan for social and economic reforms. 

The impacts of demographic variables on people’s perceptions of news credibility 

are worth further exploration. For instance, do younger and older age groups rate the 

credibility of traditional and online news differently? Identifying regional characteristics 

or propensities of news audiences that have a bearing on their patterns of use also will 

yield data that will be of great utility to communication strategists. For example, young 

audiences in Beijing, the capital and political center of the country for much of the past 

seven centuries, may have different perceptions of news credibility compared to those in 

Shanghai.  

With the growth of audience members who perform multiple tasks as a routine, it 

has become increasingly important to understand and measure perceptions of news 

credibility under conditions of simultaneous media use. Examining the synergistic effects 
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of cross-platform media use could help recast the debate about media credibility so that 

the realities of online developments are adequately taken into account. Most audience 

members do not stop using a source as heavily relied upon as television just because a 

new medium arrives; instead, their media options may have broadened and become more 

varied. Emerging patterns of media use, therefore, should be examined with respect to 

their impact on credibility estimates. 

The nature of content varies; so do the modes of presentation and the quality of 

reporting, which were not taken into consideration in this investigation. If online sources 

are indeed considered more credible, it is important to ascertain the information processes 

triggered by different types of information available through these channels. For instance, 

does cognitive processing differ when people peruse blog postings as opposed to hard 

news emanating from traditional news organizations? Does this have a bearing on media 

credibility evaluations? Future studies should therefore validate the present study’s results 

by focusing on content and examining audience reactions to different types of online 

media messages. 

Ultimately, it appears that the converging media are not only shaping content, but 

are also tied to people’s perceptions of media performance. Thus, professional journalists 

and mass communication researchers should find the overall mediocre assessments of 

news credibility observed in this study rather disconcerting. It is important to ascertain 

whether this observation is confined to this study to determine if the ascendancy of the 

online media, in general, has indeed modified public perceptions of traditional news 

credibility. 
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In general, the study detected moderate impacts of demographic variables (place 

of residence, Party and/or League membership, gender), politics-related factors (political 

involvement and attitude toward politics), and media-related variables (media platform, 

exposure to news, attention to news) on Chinese young people’s perceptions of the 

credibility of traditional and online news sources. Data gathered from a probability 

sample will be able to strengthen these observations. 
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APPENDIX A. SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE (IN CHINESE) 

INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 
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SURVEY QUESTIONNIARE (IN CHINESE) 
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APPENDIX B. SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE (IN ENGLISH) 
INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

 
College Students’ Perceptions of the Credibility of 

Chinese National Political News Sources 
 

I.  Media dependence 

1. What sources do you depend on for information regarding current Chinese national 

political news? Please indicate the degree to which you depend on each of the sources 

listed below on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 means “do not depend at all” and 5 means 

“depend a great deal.” 

a. Print and online newspapers  

1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

b. Television 

1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

c. Radio 

1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

d. Print and online magazines 

1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

e. Micro-blogs (e.g., Sina, Sohu, Tencent) 

1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

f. Social networking services (e.g., Renren, Kaixin, Douban) 
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1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

g. Websites that are not social networking sites (e,g,, qq, 163, Sohu, Sina, ifeng) 

1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

h. BBS (e.g., Tianya, Mop, Sohu Club) 

1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

i. Blogs (e.g., Sina Blog, Sohu Blog, Blog Bus, Blogger) 

1 2 3 4 5 
Do not depend 

at all 
Depend a little Depend 

moderately 
Depend 

considerably  
Depend a great 

deal 

 

II. Media use habits 

1. In an average day, about how many minutes do you spend reading about, watching, or 

listening to domestic affairs information through television, radio, print and online 

newspapers and magazines? _____ minutes  

2. In an average week, about how many minutes do you spend reading about, watching, 

or listening to domestic affairs information through television, radio, print and online 

newspapers and magazines? _____ hours 

3. When accessing domestic affairs information through television, radio, print and online 

newspapers and magazines, how closely do you pay attention to them? Please choose 

only one answer.  

1 2 3 4 5 
No attention at 

all 
Very little 
attention 

Fair attention Close attention As closely as I 
can 
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4. In an average day, about how many hours do you spend reading about, watching, or 

listening to domestic affairs information through social networking sites, blogs, 

micro-blogs, BBS, and other online sources? ______ minutes  

5. In an average day, about how many hours do you spend reading about, watching, or 

listening to domestic affairs information through social networking sites, blogs, 

micro-blogs, BBS, and other online sources? ______ hours  

6. When you access domestic affairs information through online sources, how closely do 

you pay attention to them? Please choose only one answer. 

1 2 3 4 5 
No attention at 

all 
Very little 
attention 

Fair attention Close attention As closely as I 
can 

 

III. Political involvement and attitude toward politics 

2. Which of the adjectives below comes closest to your perception of Chinese politics?   

 1 2 3 4 5  
Unimportant      Important 
Harmful       Beneficial 
Boring      Interesting 
Unappealing      Appealing 
Useless      Useful 
Not sensible      Sensible 
Unhelpful      Helpful 
Unappealing      Appealing 

3. Which of the adjectives below best describes your involvement in political affairs 

and/or issues?   

 1 2 3 4 5  

Unimportant      Important 
Irrelevant      Relevant 
Useless      Useful 
Not beneficial      Beneficial 
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Uninterested      Interested 
Unexciting      Exciting 
Unappealing      Appealing 

 

IV. Credibility rating 

1. Please rate the traditional media (television, radio, print and online newspapers and 

magazines) in terms of the adjective pairs listed below. Please choose the answer that 

comes closest to your evaluation.  

 1 2 3 4 5  
Is fair      Is unfair 
Is biased      Is unbiased 
Tells the whole story      Does not tell the whole story 
Is accurate      Is inaccurate 
Invades people’s privacy      Respects people’s privacy 
Does watch after reader’s 
interests 

     Doesn’t watch after readers’ 
interests 

Can be trusted      Cannot be trusted 
Has well-trained 
reporters 

     Has poorly-trained reporters 

Is concerned about the 
public interest 

     Is not concerned at all about 
the public interest 

 

2. Please rate the online sources (SNS, blogs, microblogs, BBSs) in terms of the adjective 

pairs listed below. Please choose the answer that comes closest to your evaluation. 

 1 2 3 4 5  
Is fair      Is unfair 
Is biased      Is unbiased 
Tells the whole story      Does not tell the whole story 
Is accurate      Is inaccurate 
Invades people’s privacy      Respects people’s privacy 
Does watch after reader’s 
interests 

     Doesn’t watch after readers’ 
interests 

Can be trusted      Cannot be trusted 
Has well-trained 
reporters 

     Has poorly-trained reporters 
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Is concerned about the 
public interest 

     Is not concerned at all about 
the public interest 

V. Personal information 

Please tell us a little about yourself. 

1. What is your gender? 

Male [    ]  Female [    ] 

2. What year are you in school? 

a. Freshman 

b. Sophomore 

c. Junior 

d. Senior 

e. Graduate student 

f. Other 

3. What is your major? 

a. Humanities 

b. Social sciences 

c. Natural sciences 

d. Formal sciences 

e. Professions and Applied sciences 

f. Others 

4. Before you took the university entrance examination, where did your family register 

your household? 

a. Rural area 
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b. Urban area 

5. What is your family income? 

a. Less than ¥25,000 

b. ¥25,000 to ¥49,999 

c. ¥50,000 to ¥99,999 

d. ¥100,000 to ¥149,999 

e. ¥150,000 to ¥199,999 

f. ¥200,000 to ¥249,999 

g. More than ¥250,000 

6. What is your party affiliation? 

a. Party member 

b. Youth League member 

c. Non-member 

7. How long have you been a member of the Communist Party? 

a. less than 1 year 

b. 1-2 years 

c. 2-3 years 

e. 3-4 years 

f. more than4 years 

g. not applicable 

Thank you for participating in this study! 
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APPENDIX C. CODE BOOK: COLLEGE STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF 
THE CREDIBILITY OF 

CHINESE NATIONAL POLITCAL NEWS SOURCES 

 

No. Variable name Variable label Values 
1  id Respondent's id number �  

2  Dpnewp To what extent do you depend on print and 
online newspaper for information? 

1=Do not 
depend at all 
2=Depend a 
little 
3=Depend 
moderately 
4=Depend 
considerably 
5=Depend a 
great deal 

3  Dptv To what extent do you depend on television 
newspaper for information? 

4  Dpradio 
To what extent do you depend on radio for 
information? 

5  Dpmag 
To what extent do you depend on print and 
online magazine for information? 

6  Dpmicro To what extent do you depend on micro-blog 
for information? 

7  DpSNS To what extent do you depend on SNS for 
information? 

8  Dpsite 
To what extent do you depend on Websites 
for information? 

9  DpBBS 
To what extent do you depend on BBS for 
information? 

10  DpBlogs To what extent do you depend on Blogs for 
information? 

11  trditimeD 

In an average day, about how many mins do 
you spend reading about, watching, or 
listening to domestic affairs information 
through television, radio, print and online 
newspapers and magazines? 

1=0 
2=0-10mins 
3=11-20 
4=21-30 
5=31-40 
6=41-50 
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7=51-60 
8=1-2 hours 
9=more than 
2 hours 

12  trditimeW 

In an average week, about how many hours do 
you spend reading about, watching, or 
listening to domestic affairs information 
through television, radio, print and online 
newspapers and magazines? 

1=0 
2=0-1h (not 
including 1 
hour) 
3=1-2h 
4=2-3h 
5=3-4h 
6=4-5h 
7=5-6h 
8=6-7 
9=7-8h 
10=more than 
8 hours 

13  trdiatt 

When accessing domestic affairs information 
through television, radio, print and online 
newspapers and magazines, how closely do 
you pay attention to them? 

1=No 
attention at all   
2=Very little 
attention   
3=Fair 
attention       
4=Close 
attention         
5=As closely 
as I can 

14  SNStimeD 

In an average day, about how many mins do 
you spend reading about, watching, or 
listening to domestic affairs information 
through television, radio, print and online 
newspapers and magazines? 

1=0 
2=0-10mins 
3=11-20 
4=21-30 
5=31-40 
6=41-50 
7=51-60 
8=1-2 hours 
9=more than 
2 hours 

15  SNStimeW 

In an average week, about how many hours do 
you spend reading about, watching, or 
listening to domestic affairs information 
through television, radio, print and online 
newspapers and magazines? 

1=0 
2=0-1h (not 
including 1 
hour) 
3=1-2h 
4=2-3h 
5=3-4h 
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6=4-5h 
7=5-6h 
8=6-7 
9=7-8h 
10=more than 
8 hours 

16  SNSatt 
When you look at domestic affairs 
information through SNS, how closely do you 
pay attention to them? 

1=No 
attention at all   
2=Very little 
attention  
3=Fair 
attention   
4=Close 
attention     
5=As closely 
as I can 

17  Involve1 

Which of the 
adjectives below 
best describes 
your involvement 
in political affairs 
and/or issues? 
 

Unimportant-Important  
1= strongly 
unfavorable 
to the concept  
2= somewhat 
unfavorable 
to the concept  
3= undecided  
4= somewhat 
favorable to 
the concept  
5= strongly 
favorable to 
the concept  

18  Involve2 Irrelevant-Relevant  

19  Involve3 Useless-Useful  

20  Involve4 Not 
Beneficial-Beneficial 

21  Involve5 Uninterested-Interested 

22  Involve6 Unexciting-Exciting 

23  Involve7 Unappealing-Appealing  

24  Attitd1 

Which of the 
adjectives below 
comes closest to 
your perception of 
Chinese politics? 

Unimportant-Important  1= strongly 
unfavorable 
to the concept  
2= somewhat 
unfavorable 
to the concept  
3= undecided  
4= somewhat 
favorable to 
the concept  
5= strongly 

25  Attitd2 Harmful-Beneficial 

26  Attitd3 Boring-Interesting 

27  Attitd4 Unappealing-Appealing 

28  Attitd5 Useless-Useful 
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29  Attitd6 Not sensible-Sensible 
favorable to 
the concept  

30  Attitd7 Unhelpful-Helpful 

31  Attitd8 Unproductive-Productive 

32  Credi1 

Please rate the 
traditional media 
(television, radio, 
print and online 
newspapers and 
magazines) in 
terms of the 
adjective pairs 
listed below. 
Please choose the 
answer that comes 
closest to your 
evaluation.  
 

Are fair-Are unfair 

1= strongly 
unfavorable 
to the concept  
2= somewhat 
unfavorable 
to the concept  
3= undecided  
4= somewhat 
favorable to 
the concept  
5= strongly 
favorable to 
the concept  

33  Credi2 Are biased-Are unbiased 

34  Credi3 Tell the whole story-Do 
not tell the whole story 

35  Credi4 Are accurate-Are 
inaccurate 

36  Credi5 
Invade people’s 
privacy-Respect people’s 
privacy 

37  Credi6 
Do watch after reader’s 
interests-Don’t watch 
after readers’ interests 

38  Credi7 
Can be trusted-Cannot 
be trusted 

39  Credi8 
Have well-trained 
reporters-Have 
poorly-trained reporters 

40  Credi9 

Are concerned about the 
public interest-Are not 
concerned at all about 
the public interested 

41  Credi1 Please rate the 
online sources 
(SNS, blogs, 
micro-blogs, 
BBSs) in terms of 
the adjective pairs 
listed below. 
Please choose the 
answer that comes 

Are fair-Are unfair 1= strongly 
unfavorable 
to the concept  
2= somewhat 
unfavorable 
to the concept  
3= undecided  
4= somewhat 
favorable to 

42  Credi2 Are biased-Are unbiased 

43  Credi3 Tell the whole story-Do 
not tell the whole story 

44  Credi4 Are accurate-Are 
inaccurate 
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45  Credi5 
closest to your 
evaluation. 
 

Invade people’s 
privacy-Respect people’s 
privacy 

the concept  
5= strongly 
favorable to 
the concept 

46  Credi6 
Do watch after reader’s 
interests-Don’t watch 
after readers’ interests 

47  Credi7 
Can be trusted-Cannot 
be trusted 

48  Credi8 
Have well-trained 
reporters-Have 
poorly-trained reporters 

49  Credi9 

Are concerned about the 
public interest-Are not 
concerned at all about 
the public interested 

50  Gender What is your gender? 1=Male 
2=Female 

51  Year What year are you in school? 

1=Freshman 
2=Sophomore 
3=Junior 
4=Senior 
5=Graduate 
student 
6=Other 

52  Major What is your major? 

1=Humanities 
2=Social 
sciences 
3=Natural 
sciences 
4=Formal 
sciences 
5=Professions 
and 
6=Applied 
sciences 
7=Others 

53  Residence 
Before you took the university entrance 
examination, where did your family register 
your household? 

1=Rural area 
2=Urban area 

54  Income What is your family’s annual income? 
1=Less than 
¥25,000 
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2=¥25,000 to 
¥49,999 
3=¥50,000 to 
¥99,999 
4=¥100,000 
to ¥149,999 
5=¥150,000 
to ¥199,999 
6=¥200,000 
to ¥249,999 
7=More than 
¥250,000 

55  Membership What’s your party affiliation? 

1=Party 
member 
2=Youth 
League member 
3=Non-member 

56  Duration How long have you been a member of the 
Communist Party? 

1=less than 1 
year 
2=1-2 years 
3=2-3 years 
4=3-4 years 
5=more than4 
years 
6=not 
applicable 
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