
How people assess online content and services 
 

The world around us is changing rapidly; the various media and communications technologies 
are becoming an integral part of everyday life and knowledge of their use is increasingly a 
prerequisite to effective participation in society and in the economy.  
 
Media literacy means individuals and society possessing the skills, knowledge and 
understanding to make full use of the opportunities presented both by traditional and by new 
communications services. It also helps people to manage content and communications, and 
protect themselves and their families from the potential risks associated with using these 
services.   
 
Ofcom’s research shows that the majority of UK adults recognise that television content is 
regulated – only 12% of adult viewers are unsure1. However, there is far less understanding of 
the position in relation to online content and services – 27% of adult regular internet users are 
unsure of the regulatory position2. This gap in understanding is of concern in the context of a 
move away from the traditional models of content regulation towards a more mixed system of 
statutory regulation in some areas, coupled with greater co-/self-regulation by site 
owners/content providers and ISPs and ‘personal’ responsibility by the general public.  
 
So  - how do people decide what to trust online? The main purpose of our exploratory, 
qualitative research was to examine how people assess the veracity and trustworthiness of 
online content and services.  The research was designed to explore online content evaluation 
processes using techniques to identify both explicit and implicit processes. Overall, 1223 people 
took part in the study which comprised group discussions, a diary study with follow-up 
interviews, and an eye-tracking exercise. The sample included a variety of internet users: from 
light to heavy users, and recent adopters to long-term, everyday users of online content. 
  
We found that the majority of participants value the internet highly and see it as something 
that has changed their lives. However participants also voiced a number of concerns, primarily 
for their own and their family’s online safety. Concerns included computer viruses, being ripped 
off, keeping their children safe online, as well as concerns about inadvertently doing something 
potentially illegal such as downloading copyrighted music from a file-sharing site.  
 
Whether participants were evaluating a site in terms of either its safety or veracity, they were 
influenced by a range of factors including: 

 the amount of internet experience they have;  

 their confidence online;  
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 their overall life experiences; and  

 their cognitive skills.  
 
In this study, most participants said they had bought and installed virus software. However, 
beyond this, most showed low levels of understanding and conscious use of the tools provided 
by internet service providers (ISPs) or search engines to make the internet safer. 
 
   
In relation to assessing the trustworthiness of online content, this study found that a 
perception of familiarity was the most important factor. Familiarity appeared to come about in 
two ways:  

 through consciously recognising cues (such as a known company name or logo) based 
on recalling previous online or offline experiences; and  

 by a swift, intuitive judgment. For example, a new site may look similar to other sites 
people already knew about in terms of its layout or ease of use, or it may look similar to 
a real-world cue (such as a shop window).  

 
Therefore, intuitive judgments could, sometimes, lead to a false perception of familiarity and 
subsequent trust. 
 
We found that the initial, intuitive responses may be followed by a more conscious evaluative 
process, using a range of functional and cognitive skills to interact with and evaluate online 
content. This process varied by individual and by online activity and incorporated a range of 
factors, including: 
 

 reading the site for signs such as geographic contact details,  

 evaluating the look and feel of a site, with participants reassured by a professional 
presentation, or  

 checking to see if the information is up-to-date.  
 
For those aware of security symbols, these provided a sense of trust. However, few participants 
mentioned looking for a padlock symbol as a sign of security when carrying out an online 
transaction.  
 
Other factors incorporated ease of navigation and reputation. Many participants drew on off-
line reputation or word-of-mouth recommendations from friends or family when deciding 
which sites to use and trust. Some participants, who were familiar with how search engines 
work, felt that popular websites provided a good indicator of what to trust, along the lines that 
what is popular is successful and what is successful can be trusted.  
 
Only a small proportion of participants said that they undertook detailed research or cross-
checking against other sources. For most participants, when researching and checking was 
undertaken, it was generally confined to price comparisons and reading fellow users’ reviews. 



The study found that a site’s URL is not generally checked when first visiting a site, nor is it used 
by many as a follow-up cue when looking around a new site and making a decision on whether 
to trust it. 
 
The research also highlighted how a participant’s desire for content has the potential to 
override all other factors in establishing trust. The reward, for example a new purchase, may 
override the potential perceived risks involved in undertaking an online transaction. 
 
In terms of regulation and protection, most people understood and accepted the internet to be 
like the real world, with no universal mechanism to protect them. They felt that they have to 
decide for themselves what they can trust and take personal responsibility when online. 
However, some participants were unsure as to whether the internet was regulated, with some 
saying they had assumed it must be.  
 
There was also a perception that the people or organisations that provide specific online 
services or content were responsible for making sure that users can trust sites and be safe 
online. In addition, users of sites who contribute content (such as Facebook) were expected to 
show common sense, integrity and respect towards other members of the online community. 
 
You can find the full report at: 
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/advice/media_literacy/medlitpub/medlitpubrss/assess_online_cont
ent/report.pdf 
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