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ABSTRACT

Online recommender systems and review sites do not
currently reflect how people seek information using social
networks of people they know. Developing systems that
overcome this limitation requires studies of how people
choose sources for recommendations and assess their
trustworthiness. This paper presents the findings of such a
study and discusses their implications for search and
recommender applications.
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INTRODUCTION

Whilst finding information is one of the most common
online activities [5], current search applications are
inadequate where the user is unsure exactly what they are
looking for, or has too many options. In these
circumstances, recommender systems and review sites can
help the user identify potentially relevant items and assess
their suitability through rudimentary support for word of
mouth recommendation [11]. However, they do not take
account of how people seek information and
recommendations from their social networks of known
individuals or how they make trust decisions about these
sources. In general, recommender systems suggest items by

Marian Petre
Computing Department
The Open University, Walton Hall
Milton Keynes, MK7 6AA, UK
m.petre@open.ac.uk
matching the content of an item to a profile of the user
(content-based recommendation), or by correlating a profile
of the user (or items selected by them) with others in the
system (collaborative filtering) [8, 10]. Review sites are
populated by users who have an opinion about an item
listed thereon, and may consist of textual reviews and/or
star ratings.
However, the trustworthiness of recommendations or
reviews can be hard to ascertain, with recommendation
algorithms seen as “black boxes” [7] and reviews provided
by largely unknown individuals. This contrasts with
findings from sociology and management sciences that
social networks are commonly used as a source of
information [4], and that people decide whom to ask for
information based on what they know of the person and
how they value their knowledge and skills [3, 9].
The long-term goal of our research is to develop systems
that better reflect the mechanisms people use when seeking
and evaluating the trustworthiness of recommendations
from known sources. We call this process Known Person
Recommendation (KPR). To achieve this goal we must
understand these mechanisms in more detail. Therefore we
have carried out an empirical study examining from whom
people seek recommendations in different scenarios, and
factors that underlie decisions about the trustworthiness of
this information. The findings and implications of this study
are presented in the remainder of this paper.
METHOD
Data Collection

Four hypothetical scenarios were put to each of twelve
participants (staff and students at The Open University, of
varied age, sex, and nationality) in semi-structured
interviews. The scenarios were varied on the modality of
the task (either locating or exploring, as defined in [6]) and
how critical it was perceived to be. They were designed to
closely represent everyday situations, (e.g. locating a hotel
in Madrid, exploring treatments for back pain). This
contrasts to the study of similar issues specifically in a
workplace setting [9]. The study was mindful of possible
effects of domain (e.g. tourism, healthcare) and locality of
task, but these were not systematically varied. For each
scenario participants were asked 1) from whom they would

seek a recommendation, 2) if there was anyone they would
not ask, and 3) to explain their reasons for these decisions.
Participants were also asked to describe any analogous
recommendation-seeking scenarios from their own
experiences. Audio recordings were made and transcribed
to form the basis for the analysis.
Analysis

Following the methodology described in [12], inductive
analysis of the transcripts was carried out to identify themes
in respondents’ decision-making. Factors that determined
from whom respondents would seek recommendations were
identified from each transcript, aggregated into a master
list, and then grouped into themes and sub-themes to
produce the factors described below.
RESULTS

Five factors were identified that influenced the choice of
source and their perceived trustworthiness (Table 1). Whilst
individuals did vary in the strategies they reported, some
general trends were apparent.

Trust Factor

Definition

Expertise

The source has relevant expertise,
which may be formally validated
through qualifications or acquired
over time
(35*)

Experience

The source has experience of
solving similar scenarios, but
without extensive expertise
(41*)

Impartiality

The source does not have vested
interests in a particular resolution to
the scenario
(9*)

Affinity

The source has characteristics in
common with the recommendation
seeker such as shared tastes,
standards, viewpoints, interests, or
expectations
(24*)

Track Record

The source has previously provided
successful recommendations to the
recommendation seeker
(3*)

* the number of times respondents cited a factor as
influencing the choice of source, summed across 4
scenarios in each of 12 interviews (giving a
maximum of 48)
Table 1. Person to Person Trust Factors

Effects of Criticality, Subjectivity, and Task Modality

Overall, expertise and experience most frequently
influenced choice of source. However, the nature of the task
determined the precise factors most attended to. In tasks
perceived as highly critical (e.g. the back pain scenario),
emphasis was placed on externally validated expertise. In
low-criticality tasks respondents were less selective and
more willing to filter information from less trusted sources
later if necessary. Where tasks were perceived to have an
objectively correct solution, respondents also widely cited
expertise or experience of the recommender as influencing
their choice. However, where suitable solutions were more
subjective (such as in the holiday activities scenario),
respondents emphasised the affinity factor. Effects of task
modality were not readily apparent in the data. This may
indicate that sources are chosen in the same way
irrespective of modality. However, it is also possible that
variation in criticality of task and subjectivity of solution
masked any such effects in this study.
Domain of Task and Nature of Relationship

Respondents chose sources with expertise or experience
appropriate to the domain of the task (e.g. a doctor in the
back pain scenario). However, variation across domains in
use of the trust factors is attributable to factors such as the
criticality of the task, not to differences in strategy specific
to particular domains. Close family and friends were often
cited as sources. Whilst trust factors such as affinity and
track record likely contribute to this finding, it is also
probable that respondents cited these sources for practical
reasons; they are easily accessible, and the seeker can better
assess their suitability to give recommendations in a
particular domain. The precise nature of the relationship
between respondent and the source they chose did not
appear of great importance. Practical factors such as the
source being a gatekeeper to others (as a family doctor may
be), and the social acceptability of asking someone were
also mentioned.
DISCUSSION

Previous research has shown that quality and accessibility
affect the choice of source in information seeking [3, 9].
This study refines those results by a) identifying factors that
underlie trust decisions about a source, b) demonstrating the
impact of criticality and subjectivity of task on the use of
these factors, and c) examining everyday, rather than
workplace, scenarios.
Whilst the role of factors such as expertise has previously
been documented in organisational settings [9],
identification of the affinity factor in this study poses the
question of its greater significance in these scenarios.
Affinity may be crucial where subjective recommendations
are sought rather than simply factual information, a
conclusion consistent with the findings of [2] regarding
taste domains. Furthermore, outside the formal roles and
structures of the workplace there may be greater potential

for personal discretion in selection of sources, increasing
the use of affinity relative to other trust factors.
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