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Why Buyers Judge
the Messenger Before the Message
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Questions this paper answers

e Could our website and pitch materials be stopping buyers from taking us seriously?

e How can we make our marketing more believable without just polishing the language?
* How do we show that we will tell a buyer the truth rather than just sell ourselves?

e What should a skeptical reader be able to verify about our claims?

Definition. Credibility answers a plain question: does this source deserve belief? Strip it
down and two supports hold it up: expertise, do they really know, and trustworthiness, will
they tell the truth as they see it. People weigh more than the claim sitting on the page. They
weigh the person behind it. Believability is a judgment about the messenger first, and that
judgment decides whether the message even gets admitted. Once you're tagged as not
credible, the quality of your evidence barely gets a hearing. This entry is about how that tag

gets applied, and how to earn the right one.

The Best Team With the Worst Website

Somewhere in my files is a firm | still think about. Genuinely talented team, disciplined process,
numbers that deserved a serious look. Their website appeared to have been built over a weekend in
2009, and their pitch book used four fonts, three of which were fighting.

Allocators never told them the materials were the problem. Allocators never tell you that. They said
"not a fit right now" and "let's stay in touch," which is how sophisticated buyers say your surface
made the decision before your substance got a turn. The firm assumed the market didn't
understand the strategy. The market never got that far.

Then the materials got rebuilt, the site, the book, the letters, and the same firm, with the same
track record, started hearing a new word in meetings: "institutional." Nothing about the investment

process had changed. The messenger had changed clothes, and the message finally got admitted.
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I've made a decent living, frankly, in the gap between how good firms are and how credible they
look. What's kept the work interesting is that the gap runs both directions, and lately, thanks to Al,
the whole game has flipped again. We'll get to that.

The Source Changes the Message

Go back to the 1950s and the Yale persuasion program led by Carl Hovland. One experiment still
does a lot of explanatory work. In "The Influence of Source Credibility on Communication
Effectiveness" (Public Opinion Quarterly, 1951), Hovland and Walter Weiss gave participants the
same message, word for word, then swapped only the name attached to it, one version came from
a high-credibility source, the other from a low-credibility one. Minds moved more under the high-
credibility label. Nothing in the text changed, yet the outcome did. You see the same thing in
familiar settings, a managing partner's signature lands differently than a new associate's, even if
the memo is identical. Over time they noticed a twist, too, the "sleeper effect": people tended to
retain the content while losing track of who delivered it, which slowly narrowed the gap between
credible and not-credible sources.

With Irving Janis and Harold Kelley, Hovland later set the broader frame in Communication and
Persuasion (1953). Source credibility, they argued, has two parts. One is expertise, the impression
that the source knows what they're talking about. The other is trustworthiness, the sense that the
source is being straight with you. Weakness in either one can undermine credibility. Technical
authority paired with suspected spin doesn't hold, and sincerity without knowledge doesn't either.

When the Source Matters Most

Credibility doesn't weigh the same in every decision. Petty and Cacioppo's Elaboration Likelihood
Model, along with Shelly Chaiken's closely related Heuristic-Systematic Model (1980), point to the
same basic pattern: when motivation and ability to think are high, people can scrutinize arguments
more closely. Source information can still matter, but it need not operate only as a shortcut. When
attention is thin or motivation is low, credibility does much more of the persuading. A simple rule
shows up: an expert said it, so it's probably acceptable. Chaiken put it plainly, people carry a

heuristic that treats expert statements as trustworthy.

Sequence matters here. Early on, before a buyer has committed attention and time, credibility is
the cue that lets them accept just enough to continue. It's the bridge from "this might matter" to
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"this deserves a closer look." Without that bridge, why spend the mental energy that serious

evaluation requires?

Credibility Is Often Judged on the Surface

Another uncomfortable truth: credibility gets read quickly, and often from surface markers. In
Influence, Robert Cialdini shows how authority symbols, titles, credentials, even clothing, can
trigger the credibility response by themselves, sometimes long before anyone checks the
underlying substance. The signal arrives first, the audit comes later, if it comes at all.

BJ Fogg took that dynamic online. His Stanford work on web credibility, summarized in Persuasive
Technology (2003), found that people decide whether a site or tool feels trustworthy largely from
what hits them immediately, the design, the finish, the visible cues of care. He called the pattern
prominence-interpretation: we notice what stands out, then we interpret it in the momentinto a
credibility verdict. So online credibility often goes to whatever looks credible. A buyer who lands on
a dated, awkward website may dismiss the firm as second-rate before reading a single line about

the work.

That's my four-fonts firm, measured by science. The buyers weren't shallow. They were running
Fogg's pattern exactly as designed.

Why Polish No Longer Proves Judgment

That observation is also where the landscape has changed. For a long time, polish functioned as a
credibility cue. Clean prose, steady confidence, a tidy report, a well-made website, these hinted at
effort and competence because producing them usually required both. Al has snapped that
connection. Fluent, expert-sounding, professionally formatted material can now be produced in
seconds by people with no expertise behind it.

So the older surface cues don't prove as much as they once did. Polish isn't evidence of judgment
when polish is cheap. Increasingly, credibility has to sit on things Al can't fake as easily: specific
claims that can be checked, an observable track record, consistency over time, a named and
accountable source, and judgment that extends past a slick summary. The buyer's question, "why
should | believe this source," hasn't changed. What used to answer it has.

Why This Belongs in Decision Architecture

This is the research spine beneath the Credibility gate. In Decision Architecture, once relevance is
established, credibility comes next, a buyer wants to know whether the firm has the competence,

experience, and judgment to be taken seriously. That maps directly onto the Yale definition:



(w7

S onen
% C

g ett™

expertise plus trustworthiness. It also fits the deeper claim that, in practice, the source often
carries as much weight as the information itself. Buyers listen with two questions running in

parallel, what is being said, and who is saying it.

It clarifies the ordering as well. Credibility sits between relevance and proof because, as the
processing models suggest, it allows the not-yet-engaged buyer to accept enough to keep going
until proof can be weighed. Skip that step and proof arrives to someone who doesn't trust where it

came from.

The Al-era implication lands here, too. Polished language no longer guarantees human judgment or
real expertise, so credibility has to be earned through signals that still hold up in a world flooded
with cheap fluency. Another shift follows behind it. Search and Al retrieval systems also determine
which sources a buyer encounters. Clear authorship, checkable claims and consistent information
make the expertise easier to inspect, without guaranteeing selection. Credibility, in other words,
has to read clearly to two audiences at once, the human deciding whether to believe, and the
machine deciding whether to show.

The Marketing Read

Before a buyer believes anything you say, they decide whether you're worth believing, and they
decide it in seconds, from the surface, before your substance gets a turn. That makes credibility
something you build on purpose or lose by accident. There's no third option.

Start with the two-pillar audit, because most firms are lopsided in the same direction. Expertise
signals everywhere: credentials, bios, capabilities, thought leadership. Trustworthiness signals
almost nowhere, and trustworthiness is the pillar that collapses first under suspicion of spin. The
straightest fixes are the oldest ones: say what you're not good at, publish the view that costs you
something, keep the story identical across every channel, because the buyer who catches one
inconsistency re-audits everything. Half of credibility is the impression that you'd tell them an
inconvenient truth. Prove it once and it covers everything else you say.

Bring your surfaces up to standard, and treat that as table stakes rather than strategy. Fogg's
verdict gets rendered before your first paragraph, so the four-fonts pitch book is spotting every
competitor a free win. But notice what the Al era did to this play: polish now gets you to even, and

no further. When everyone's materials gleam, gleaming stops carrying information.

Which means the differentiating investment goes where fluency can't follow: checkable specifics.
A named partner who signs the work and answers for it. A claim precise enough to verify. "Deep

expertise in the mid-market" verifies nothing; the observation only someone who was in those
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rooms could make verifies itself. Dates, patterns, positions taken early and held. In a world of
cheap fluency, specificity is the new polish, and accountability is the new credential.

Mind the machine audience. Al-assisted discovery can shape which sources reach a buyer. Make
the expertise available in accessible text, attach claims to evidence and identify who stands behind
the work. Those steps make inspection possible; they don't guarantee a place on every shortlist.

What backfires: fluent genericness. The Al-polished article that sounds authoritative and says
nothing a competitor couldn't say is worse than no article, because sounding credible has itself
started to sound manufactured. Buyers are recalibrating in real time, and the tone that impressed
them in 2022 pattern-matches to "machine" today.

The hard call: pick your most recent piece of marketing and ask two questions. Is there a named
person who stakes their reputation on it? Is there one claim in it a skeptic could check? If both
answers are no, the reader has polish to inspect, but little help checking the expertise behind it.

Primary Sources

« Carll. Hovland & Walter Weiss, "The Influence of Source Credibility on Communication
Effectiveness." Public Opinion Quarterly, vol. 15, 1951, pp. 635-650.

e Carll. Hovland, Irving L. Janis & Harold H. Kelley, Communication and Persuasion:
Psychological Studies of Opinion Change. Yale University Press, 1953.

* Richard E. Petty & John T. Cacioppo, Communication and Persuasion: Central and Peripheral
Routes to Attitude Change. Springer-Verlag, 1986.

» Shelly Chaiken, "Heuristic Versus Systematic Information Processing and the Use of Source
Versus Message Cues in Persuasion." Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 39,
1980, pp. 752-766.

« Robert B. Cialdini, Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion. First published 1984; revised
editions, Harper Business.

» B.J. Fogg, Persuasive Technology: Using Computers to Change What We Think and Do. Morgan
Kaufmann, 2003.



