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ABSTRACT

This study reports on two investigations designed to determine

the generalizability of source credibility scales for immediate

superiors across organizational contexts. Semantic differential-

type scales that have been follnd to load on factors of course credi-

bility in previous studies were combined to provide an item pool

for this investigation. In the first investigation, tbree groups of

subjects were asked to respond to these scales as they referred to their

immediate superior. Subjects were drawn from prIvate industry, the

Civil Service Commission, and the Department of the Navy. In the second

investigation, 40 sole items were drawn from the original item pool

and submitted to subjects across four organizations: private industry,

Civil Service Commission, Navy Department, and retail outlets. The

results of the study indicate that there are four meaningful and statis-

tically independent dimensions for the measurement of the source cred-

ibility of immediate superiors in an organizational setting.
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For many years, behavioral scientists have been concerned about per-

ceived source credibility. According McCroskey, "an extensive body of

literature has developed over the past two decades indicating that source

credibility may be the single most important variable in determining per-

suasive effects of communication."' The early research of Hovland, Janis

and Kelley suggested that perceived source credibility appears to consist

of two components: expertness and trustworthiness.2

Since this early research, there has been an apparent increase in the

recognition of the importance of source credibility. Much of the research

has been designed to develop a measuring instrument which can reliably de-

termine its components. McCroskey found two credibility factors: authori-

tativeness and character.3 More recently, Berlo, Lemert and Mertz, in their

factor analytic studies, found three factors: safety, qualification and dyna-

mism.4 Fulton5 hypothesized that the factors of source credibility may have

Norman's6 five factors of personality underlying them. Norman's personality

factors were: agreeableness, conscientiousness, culture, extroversion, and

emotional stability. Using "attraction" as the dependent variable, Fulton

performed a multiple correlation analysis on the five factors. The results

suggest that agreeableness, conscientiousness, and culture are related to

perceived credibility.

The scales developed by Berlo, Lemert and. Mertz, and McCroskey appear

to be the ones chosen by researchers in communication to measure the variable.

It should be noted thak the Berle research was the only one which did not use

undergraduate studencs exclusively. The scales were developed from a sample

of adults in Lansing, Michigan. It should also be noted that both McCroskey's

4
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and Derlo's scales were based on subjects' responses to public figures.

Because of the similarity of these two scales which used different subject

populations, researchers have assumed their generalizability across con-

texts.

Tucker
7

suggests that factors found in previous studies may not pro-

vide an underlying structure which will remain stable across contexts, and

that it would be an error to assume that prior scales are universal. Vari-

ability in subjects or :,ounces may cause credibility di.minsions to change.

A recent investigation by Applebaum and Anatol suggests further that dimen-

sions of credibility may vary according to the situation!

Essentially, the research designed to develop source credibility instru-

ments has been limited to student populations, often responding to only one

source. McCroskey suggests that the development of source credibility in-

struments which have any generalizabiltiy at all must be based upon specific

source-types and subjects other than students.9 Thus far, McCroskey has

developed credibility scales for organization sources, peers and spouses,

mass media sources, and public figures.°

It is the purpose of this study to determine the factor structure of

source credibility for immediate superiors in an organizational setting

which may be generalizable across contexts.

Procedure

Sixty-one bi-polar semantic differential-type scales representing the

dimensions of source credibility reported by Norman, McCroskey, and Berle,

Lemert and Mertz were selected. Two seperate studies were conducted.

The first sample included subjects from private industry (49), Civil

Service Commission (53), and the Navy Department (56) who responded to
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these scale. as they related to their specific immediate superior. All 158

respondents were salaried personnel who were responsible to a superior

according to the formal chain of command. All respondents had a minimum of

twelve years formal education and an averav income of $12,000 annually.

None of the respondents performed suoervitory functions.

The data were submitted to an alpha factor analysis utilizing a principal-

component solution followed by an orthoginal rotation of the factor matrix

with the varimax criterion. An eigenvalue of 1.0 was established as the

criterion for termination of factor extraction, and squared multiple R's

were placed in the diagonals. For an item to be considered loaded on a result-

ing factor, a loading of .60 or higher was required with no loading of .35 or

higher on any other factor. At least two scales must be loaded on a.factor

for it to be meaningful, and each factor should contribute five percent or

greater to the total variance.

Results of First Investigation

The results of this study are presented in Table 1. Although eight

factors emerged, only four factors met the a priori criteria stated above.

These four factors: safety, extroversion, competence, and emotional stability

accounted for 55% of the total variance. The other four factors combined
.

accounted for 12.5% of the total variance, but do not appear to be indepen-

dently meaningful dimensions. A four factor solution was then run using tEe

same criteria as above, and only 3% was added to the total variance ofthe

first four factors. It is suggested then, that there may only be four

statistically independent and meaningful dimensions.

6
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A second study was later conducted. Using the same a priori criteria

as established above, 40 of the original 61 scales were selected. They were

chosen on the basis of their high loadings in the first study.

In an attempt to further test the generalizability of the scales, four

organizations were selected. Samples were taken from the following four

organizational types: private industry (a subjects), Civil Service Commission

(67), Navy Department (68), retail outlets (58).

The subjects from private industry were salaried personnel who performed

various production oriented functions in an industrial products division.

The subjects from both Civil Service Commission and the Navy Department were

also predominately non-military, salaried personnel working in Research and

Development. The subjects from the retail outlets were paid on hourly wage

and performed various clerical duties in a large grocery chain.

All respondents in the first three organizations had a minimum of twelve

years formal education, and an average income of $14,000 annually. None of

the respondents in these organizations were female, nor did they perform any

formal supervisory functions.

The subjects from the retail outlets had a minimum of eleven years

formal educationomd an average income of $r,000 annually. Twenty-two

of the respondents from the organization were female, and none of the?

subjects performed any formal supervisory functions.

Results of the Second Investigation

It was felt that the second study would produce similar factor loadings

as the first study. This was supported conclusively. Five factors emerged,

but only four factors met the a priori criteria. The five factors combined

accounted for 70.6% of the total variance, with the fifth factor explaining

only .304.
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Again, a four factor solution was run using the same criteria, and the

four factors accounted for 67.6% of the total variance.

It appears quite conclusive that there are only four statistically

independent and meaningful dimensions.

Discussion

This factor analytic study produced four meaningful and statistically

independent dimensions for measurement of the source credibility of immediate

superiors in an organizational setting.

Safety appears to include both intentionality as well as the "affiliative"

relationship between the superior and subordinate and is very similar to

McCroskey's character/sociability factor.

Extroversion appears very similar to Berlo, Lemert and Mertz' dynamism

factor except for the adventurous-cautious scale. It might be suggested that

this factor may relate to the superior who is perceived as a risk-taker who

boldly tries out new ideas, or is not afraid to support his subordinates In

the organization.

Competence is similar to McCroskey's factor of the same name, but the

scales seem to be more limited to context-relevant terms pertaining to the

superior's comptencee in the work environment.

Emotional stability might first appear to be incongruent wit:h extroversion,

but it is suggested that an immediate superior could be perceived by subordinate

as active or bold, but still poised or composed.

It should be emphasized that the scales recommended in Tablei are wow.

mended only for the measurement of subordinate perceptions of their immediate

superior and should not be reversed in their usage. While it is suggested

that these scales may be generalizable across organizational contexts; it should

8
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be remembered that these findings should not be necessarily considered re-

presentative of all potential subject populations. If a researcher has

available subjects, he would be better off to conduct his own factor analysis.

This study may be characterized as being part of the on-going effort to

establish the generalizability of credibility scales across populations

and source types.
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TABLE 5

Suggested Scales for the Measurement of
Source Credibility of Immediate Superiors

Dimension Scales

Safety

Competence

Extroversion

Emotional Maturity

honest - dishonest
friendly - unfriendly
pleasant - unpleasant
nice - awful
good-natured - irritable
cooperative - negativistic
safe - dangerous
just - unjust
unselfish - selfish
fair - unfair
mild - headstrong
virtuous - sinful
not jealous - jealous

trained - untrained
experienced - inexperienced
informed - uninformed
expert - inexpert
skilled - unskilled

fast - slow
bold - timid
agressive - meek
emphatic - hesitant
adventurous - cautious
forceful - forceless
active - passive
energetic - tired

poised - nervous
calm - anxious
composed - excitable
poised - tense
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