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Dissertation Research Proposal
Authority Bias in the Digital Age: Exploring the Influence of Social Media on Credibility and Trust Among Outdoor Adventure Education Students and the Public
1. Statement of Research Question
How is social media associated with authority bias, and how do perceptions of authority and credibility differ between Outdoor Adventure Education (OAE) students and the public?
Introduction and Rationale
Social media has become a common way for people to find information, learn new skills and listen to advice. However, it can sometimes be difficult to know whether the information being shared is reliable. People may trust someone because they appear knowledgeable, have professional qualifications or have a large following, rather than checking whether the information they provide is accurate. This links to authority bias, which is the tendency to give greater importance or trust to information because it comes from someone who is seen as an authority. (Cialdini, 2009).
Authority can be useful because people often rely on experts when making decisions. However, problems can occur when someone is treated as an expert without their knowledge or experience being properly considered. On social media, people can present themselves as knowledgeable through their appearance, confidence, professional titles and the content they share. This raises questions about how users decide who they should trust and whether online popularity can be mistaken for genuine expertise.
Research has shown that people use different cues when deciding whether online information is credible. Sundar (2008), through the MAIN model, explains how features of digital media can influence how people judge information. These features can include the way information is presented and the signals that suggest popularity or authority. Similarly, Metzger, Flanagin and Medders (2010) discuss how people use social and mental shortcuts when judging online information, rather than always checking every source in detail. This suggests that people may rely on information such as a person's reputation or the number of people engaging with their content when deciding whether to trust it.
[bookmark: _Int_x1UzCtvf]Further research by Flanagin and Metzger (2013) found that the amount of online ratings and the source of those ratings can influence how people judge credibility. This is relevant to social media because likes, comments and follower numbers may affect how trustworthy a person appears. However, popularity does not necessarily mean that someone has the right qualifications or experience to give reliable advice. Social media can also provide access to genuine experts and different viewpoints, so its influence should not automatically be viewed as negative.
This topic is particularly relevant to Outdoor Adventure Education. OAE students learn about leadership, risk management, decision-making and the importance of competence within outdoor activities. They may encounter advice online about climbing, mountain walking, equipment or other adventurous activities. If someone accepts advice because an influencer appears experienced or popular, without checking their knowledge or qualifications, this could potentially affect how they understand risk and make decisions. However, it is not known whether studying OAE necessarily changes how people judge online authority.
Comparing OAE students with the public could help explore whether the two groups report different attitudes towards authority and online credibility. It could also show whether social media use is associated with how people evaluate information. The study will not assume that OAE students are better at identifying reliable information instead, it will investigate whether differences exist.
Aims and Objectives
The main aim of this research is to investigate how social media may be associated with authority bias and to compare perceptions of authority and credibility between OAE students and the public.
The objectives are:
1. To investigate how people judge the credibility of information and individuals on social media.
2. To explore whether factors such as professional qualifications, follower counts and verification badges influence perceived credibility.
3. To compare questionnaire responses from OAE students across different years of study with responses from the public.
4. To compare the findings with existing research on authority bias, social influence and online credibility.
The study expects that participants may place different levels of trust in information depending on where the source is from. However, no prediction will be made about which participant group will show greater trust in online authority.
Method
Research design
The study will use a quantitative, cross-sectional questionnaire to collect information from two groups: OAE students and members of the public. This approach is suitable because it allows responses to be collected within a limited period and makes it possible to compare patterns between groups. The questionnaire will mainly use closed questions and rating scales, with the option of including a small number of open-ended questions to explore participants' reasoning.
Participants and sampling
Participants will be recruited from OAE students across different years of study at university and from the public. Convenience sampling will be used because participants will be recruited through accessible university networks and appropriate public channels. Participation will be voluntary.
A provisional target of 15-20 participants from both OAE students and the public will be considered, depending on recruitment opportunities and the time available. The final sample size will be agreed with my dissertation supervisor. Participants will be adults aged 18 or over. Relevant background information, such as age range, year of OAE study where applicable and frequency of social media use, will be collected to help interpret the results.
Questionnaire design and procedure
The questionnaire will be developed using the research question and existing literature on authority and online credibility. Questions will explore how often participants use social media, whether they trust advice from people with professional qualifications, and whether popularity indicators influence their judgements.
Participants may be asked to rate statements using a five-point scale, from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Example statements include:
· I am more likely to trust information if it comes from someone with professional qualifications.
· A social media account with a large following is more likely to provide reliable information.
· I check the evidence behind advice even when it comes from someone, I consider an expert.
The questionnaire may also include a short fictional scenario in which similar advice is presented by people with different qualifications or follower counts. This would help explore whether the perceived source affects participants' judgements.
The questionnaire will be piloted with a small number of people to check that the questions are clear and unbiased. Following ethical approval, it will be distributed using an appropriate online form or printed copies. Participants will receive information about the study and provide informed consent before taking part.
Ethical considerations
Ethical approval will be obtained from the university before recruitment or data collection begins. Participation will be voluntary, and participants will be informed about the purpose of the research, how their responses will be used and how their data will be stored. The questionnaire will avoid collecting unnecessary identifying information. Data will be handled in line with university guidance and applicable data protection requirements. Any limits to withdrawing an anonymous response after submission will be explained in advance.
Data Analysis
The questionnaire responses will be organised using Excel or another suitable statistical package. Descriptive statistics, including frequencies and percentages, will be used to summarise the responses. Where appropriate, averages or medians will be calculated for rating-scale questions.
The OAE student group and public group will then be compared to identify similarities and differences in their responses. Results could be presented through tables and graphs showing attitudes towards professional qualifications, online popularity and checking information.
Any open-ended responses will be grouped into recurring themes, such as trust in qualifications, popularity, personal experience or factchecking. These themes will help explain the patterns found in the numerical results.
Finally, the findings will be compared with existing research on authority bias, social influence and online credibility. This will help establish whether the results support or differ from previous findings. As the research relies on a questionnaire, the findings will show reported attitudes and possible associations rather than prove that social media causes authority bias.

Timetable
 
	Start Date
	Planned activity

	26th October
	Refine the research question and review literature on authority bias, social media and credibility.

	31st October
	Finalise the methodology, design the questionnaire and submit the ethics application.

	20th November
	Complete the introduction, rationale, aims and objectives.

	21st November
	Review feedback, pilot the questionnaire and make any necessary changes after approval.

	22nd November 22nd December
	Recruit participants and collect questionnaire responses.

	1st January 
	Organise the data and complete the initial analysis.

	5th January
	Compare the groups and relate findings to existing research.

	10th January
	Write up the discussion, conclusion and remaining dissertation sections.

	30th March
	Review the full dissertation, check Harvard referencing, proofread and prepare the final submission.
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