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DIMENSIONS OF COMMUNICATOR CREDIBILITY:
AN OBLIQUE SOLUTION

CHRISTOPHER J. S. TUPPEN

EVERAL. researchers have studied
. _)the dimensionality of perceived com-
municator credibility.! They have all

- used rating scales of the semantic differ-

ential or Likert type for the collection
of data, and they have all used factor
analysis with orthogonal rotation in
order to identify independent dimen-
sions of credibility or acceptability. The
main purpose of this paper is to present
an oblique solution, and to argue that
this fits the data better, offers richer op-
portunities for interpretation of the di-
‘mensions, and proves more effective in
prediction of attitude change than an
orthogonal solution.

In the most substantial published
study, Berlo, Lemert, and Mertz ob-
ained data on a large number of rating
scales for several communicators from a
representative sample of a specified pop-
ulation. The orthogonal dimensions re-
wlting from the data were labeled safe-
% qualification, and dynamism. Very
smilar results have been obtained by
other researchers; in some cases larger
humbers of factors have been identified,

Mr. Tuppen is Assistant Professor of Psychology
it the Universily of British Columbia.

!See Ronald F. Applbaum and Karl W,
Anatol, “Factor Structure of Source Credibility
& a Function of the Speaking Situation,” $M,
W (1972), 216-222: David K. Berio, James B,

mert and Robert J. Mertz, “Dimensions for
Bviluating the Acceptability of Message

urces,” Public Opinion Quarterly, 33 (1969),
%$.576; Kim Giffin. “The Contribution of
udies of Source Credibility o a Theory of In-
“rpersonal Trust in the Communication Proc-
. Psychological Bulletin, 68 (1967), 104-120;
nd David Markham, “The Dimensions of

Yurce Credibility of Television Newscasters.”
Yurnal of Communication, 18 (1968), 57.64.
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but such additional factors seem to ac-
count for negligible proportions of vari-
ance, and they often arise from a si ngle
pair of inter-correlated rating scales.
One might infer from these results
that three clusters of variables should be
visible when the factor loadings are plot-
ted graphically. However, the data of
Berlo, Lemert, and Mertz reveal five
rather than three clusters of rating scales.
The safety, qualification, and dynamism
clusters are clearly revealed, but there
are two additional clusters which have
moderately high loadings on Factors 1
and 2. The authors did not discuss these
last two clusters. Examination of the two
un-named clusters suggested that im-
portant aspects of the communicator
could be overlooked if attention were
focused solely on the three orthogonal
dimensions. The un-named clusters seem
to involve respect, trust, and scholarship,
which are qualities appreciably different

from safety, qualification, and dyna-
mism.

It was also evident that the factor
loadings of many of the rating scales in
this study formed a broad arc, ranging
from safety to qualification. This could
be interpreted as indicating a simplex
structure rather than an orthogonal fac-
tor structure. The simplex could be in-
terpreted as showing that appropriate
words in the English language can ex-
press many shades of meaning between
the two extremes of safety and qualifica-
tion. In this case, safety and qualifica-
tion should be considered as the two ex-

Jremes of a semantic spectrum, rather
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than as “underlying” factors. This in-
terpretation is  substantially different
from that made by Osgood, Suci, and
Tannenbaum, whose studies of the mea-
surement of meaning provide a basis
from which the study of communicator
dimensions has developed.

Social-psychological research on atti-
tude change and conformity provides a
further reason for doubting that the
three-factor solution provides the final
answer to the question of communicator
dimensionality. This literature shows
that interpersonal attractiveness is a rele-
vant variable; yet none of the factor-
analytic studies appears to have revealed
it. Furthermore, the popular term
“charisma"” does not seem to have been
captured by any of these studies. In view
of these apparent omissions, it would be
premature to choose between the sim-
plex and factor models discussed above.

The present study represents an at-
tempt to obtain an oblique solution,
in which previously ignored clusters
might be revealed as oblique dimensions,
and in which the inclusion of scales mea-
suring aspects of attractiveness and emo-
tional appeal might lead to the identi-
fication of corresponding dimensions. A
further reason for conducting this study
was the fact that the relationships be-
tween communicator dimensions and
persuasive effectiveness had not previ-
ously been investigated, and there was
an evident need 10 extend dimensional
studies in this direction.

MEeTHOD
Subjects and Procedure

The 101 subjects were volunteers
from various introductory behavioral
sciences courses at three campuses in the
San Francisco Bay area; the study took
place in July 1970. The subjects read a
booklet containing short character
skerches of ten communicators. Immedi-

ately after reading each sketch, the sulh.
ject rated the communicator on a series
of 64 rating scales. In each subject’s
booklet, four of the communicators were
presented as delivering a persuasive
message, while the other six communicz.
tors were evaluated without an accom.
panying message. The orders of presen.
tation of the ten communicators, and
their pairing with the four messages,
were varied systematically.

Communicators and Messages

The ten communicators, who were fic-
titious, were presented as individuals
who had expressed their points of view
on a recent radio program. The charac-
ter sketches, about 300 words in length,
were selected in order to present a va-
riety of communicators, who were con-
sidered likely 1o provide a range of per-
ceived trustworthiness, expertise, and at-
tractiveness. The ten communicators
were a student, a professor, an advertis-
ing executive, a farmer, an unethical bus
inessman, a doctoy, a retired army officer,
a man of religion, a hippie, and a tele-
vision personality. The topics of the
four messages were: how many hours of
sleep you need; marijuana and health;
duration of U.S. involvement in S.E
Asia; and tuition fees at State Colleges*

Rating Scales

A total of 28 bipolar-adjective scales
and 36 seven-point Likert* scales were
used. Some of the scales were devised by
the writer; the majority were selected
from previous studies.®

2Full details are provided in Christopher
J. S. Tuppen, “Perceptions of Source Credibility
and Change in Attitudes,” (Doctoral disseria
tion, University of California, Berkeley) Ann
Arbor, Mich.:

Order No. 71-20, 917.

3Sec Berlo, Lemert and Mertz; Marlfpif"_':
Herbert C. Kelman and Alice H. Eagly, "AtW
tude toward the Communicatar, Perception 0!
Communication Content and Attitude Chgr}ﬂ"-

University Microfilms (1971
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