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People today have a wealth of options 

when it comes to the information 

sources used to make everyday 

decisions, including in the workplace. 

These sources include consulting 

experts, searching online, researching 

print media, and asking friends and 

family. Various factors contribute to 

which sources people choose and what 

the rationale is for choosing those 

sources.  We investigated the 

information source preferences of 

college students (n=95). We also tested 

for individual differences in which 

sources are preferred using the Big Five 

personality framework. The results of 

this study help explain why some 

individuals are more likely than others to 

use social media, internet, friends and 

family members, and print media in 

different everyday life information 

seeking scenarios and may be useful in 

understanding how information might 

best be shared within organizations.

Across groups and scenarios, respondents preferred family and friends most, followed by print and 

internet, then professionals and lastly social media.  When looking at the attributes exhibited most 

often by particular sources, social media was the category with the fewest positive attributes 

identified across all categories.  

In looking at demographic differences we tested for gender differences and associations between 

age and information source preferences. The only gender difference that was statistically significant 

was that females (M = 4.50) preferred family and friends over males (3.82), t(93) = -3.27, p = .002. 

Older individuals were less likely to prefer consulting with friends and family, r = -.25, p = .015.   

We tested for differences on individual source preferences for the various scenarios using a 

repeated measured ANOVA. Each of the scenarios presented statistically significant differences 

among some of the sources preferred.  For example, there were statistically significant differences 

on which sources individuals preferred for serious health problems, F = 95.882, p = .000. We also 

conducted pairwise comparisons and found that individuals preferred to consult family and friends 

most (M = 4.86), followed by experts (M = 4.76), internet (M = 4.31), print media (M=3.79), and 

social media (M = 1.61). All differences were statistically significantly different from each other 

except for the difference between family and friends versus experts.  

Associations were also observed regarding personality and source preferences.  For example, as 

can be seen in Table 1, extraversion was positively related to preference for professional and social 

media advice. Agreeableness was related to preferences for family and friends and internet 

sources. 

This study corroborated with previous studies and theories framing personal 

connections as preferred information sources (Krikelas, 1983; Heinström, 

2003).  We did show some slight differences in how strongly that type of 

source was preferred depending on personality and demographic variables.  

Other findings point to preferences of particular information sources for 

specific information needs, such as family and friends when researching 

health issues, or the use of the internet for school/work information needs.  

This supports prior work pointing to context-specific information behavior 

(Wilson, 1981; Savolainen, 1995).  In looking at personality effects on 

information source preference, we found that extraverted respondents 

preferred professional sources.  This is in line with Heinström’s (2003) 

findings that extraverted information seekers often consult supervisors and 

teachers.  

Ninety-five participants (67% female) completed a 

survey dealing with information source preferences 

along with demographic information and measures of 

personality (IPIP; Goldberg, 1999).  The instrument 

developed by the authors  asked respondents to 

consider how likely they were to use each of 5 

possible information sources across scenarios where 

they might be looking for information to satisfy 

everyday information needs on a 0 (not at all) to 5 

(definitely) scale. The information source options 

provided in the survey were professional advice, 

advice of family or friends, internet sources (news 

sites, encyclopedias, etc,), social media sites 

(Facebook, Twitter, etc.), and print material (books, 

magazines, etc.). The scenarios included looking for 

information on illness symptoms, purchases, eateries, 

research paper for a class or project at work, and 

personal issues.  After identifying which scenarios 

they would be most likely to use specific sources for, 

the participants were asked to choose one of the 

following reasons why they might choose that source 

on a 0 (does not describe at all) to 5 (closely 

describes) scale: because it is convenient, reliable, 

honest, affordable, discrete/anonymous, quick, offers 

a variety of opinions.

This study shows that individual differences such as personality contribute to 

information source preferences.  It also shows that different characteristics of 

information sources are valued differently depending on the information need.  

These results suggest that the way certain information providers, such as in 

health care, communicate with their stakeholders should take into 

consideration individual differences when evaluating how best to 

communicate their messages.

There are many factors that influence which sources a 

person uses to satisfy information needs.  Pieces of 

this puzzle have been studied by researchers using a 

variety of frameworks and methods.  Krikelas (1983) 

posited that human sources are the most preferred 

external source of information.  Heinstrӧm (2003) 

studied the relationship between personality traits and 

information habits and found several associations 

between personality dimensions and information-

seeking behaviors.  The current study looks to build on 

this body of research by examining what contextual 

and personal attributes influence information source 

selection.  
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Professional Family Internet Social Media Print Mean (SD)

Extraversion .26* .12 .06 .24* .10 4.67 (1.33)

Agreeableness .06 .26* .24* .18 .16 5.72 (.92)

Conscientiousness -.13 -.08 .05 -.08 .05 4.66 (1.10)

Neuroticism .05 .16 .03 -.01 .05 3.77 (1.14)

Openness -.09 -.11 .11 .01 -.03 4.92 (.90)

Mean (SD) 3.04 (.72) 4.28 (1.01) 3.72 (.98) 1.95 (.91) 3.44 (1.07)

N=95; *p<.05; values in parentheses are standard deviations
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