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Abstract
Previous research in argumentation has closely examined distortions of the opposi-
tion—particularly the straw man—and has recently provided some experimental ev-
idence on their effects on persuasive outcomes. However, comparatively little em-
pirical attention has been given to the inverse practice of faithfully reformulating an 
opponent’s contribution. The effects of accurate and inaccurate representations on 
speaker ethos and perceived reasonableness also remain underexplored. This paper 
addresses these gaps through three pre-registered experimental studies comparing 
accurate reformulation, misrepresentation, and no reformulation of the opposition. 
Experiment 1 assesses the impact of these practices on perceived trustworthiness 
using a six-item, 7-point semantic differential scale. Experiment 2 examines judg-
ments of reasonableness using a scale repeatedly employed in pragma-dialectical 
effectiveness research. Experiment 3 measures persuasiveness at both the attitudinal 
and behavioral intention levels. Participants read a series of pre-tested argumenta-
tive exchanges between two speakers in a charitable-giving context. Results show 
that, in the cases examined, misrepresenting the opposition negatively impacted 
both trustworthiness and reasonableness judgments, addressing concerns that adher-
ing to dialectical standards may diminish rhetorical success.

Keywords  Straw man · Misrepresentation · Steel man · Persuasion · 
Trustworthiness · Experimental research

Received: 20 July 2025 / Accepted: 13 January 2026
© The Author(s) 2026

(Mis)representing the Opposition and Rhetorical Success: 
Experimental Evidence on Faithful and Inaccurate 
Reformulations

Ramy Younis1

	
 Ramy Younis
ramy.younis@unifr.ch

1	 University of Fribourg, Fribourg, Switzerland

1 3

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-026-09692-5
http://orcid.org/0009-0006-7315-9006
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10503-026-09692-5&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-2-6


R. Younis

1  Introduction

Within argumentation theory and persuasive communication research, a substan-
tial body of work focuses on how speakers represent an opponent’s contributions 
in argumentative discourse. This research addresses, among other things, normative 
questions about which representational practices constitute reasonable or fallacious 
moves, as well as descriptive and explanatory questions concerning how and why 
such representations affect persuasion.

A central focus of this work has been the misrepresentation or distortion of an 
opponent’s argumentation. Specifically, extensive attention has been devoted to the 
straw man: the practice of misrepresenting the opposition to make it easier to attack. 
Such studies have been concerned with clarifying the (fallacious) nature of the straw 
man (Aikin and Casey 2022; Lewiński and Oswald 2013; van Eemeren and Grooten-
dorst 2004; Walton 1996), carefully delineating the different forms it can take (Aikin 
and Casey 2011, 2013, 2016, 2022), and shedding light on its persuasive effects 
(Bizer et al. 2009; Oswald and Lewiński 2014; Schumann 2022).

The present research extends this body of work by experimentally investigat-
ing the rhetorical effects of different representational practices, including but not 
limited to misrepresentation. Recent work has already begun to adopt experimental 
approaches to better understand the impact of the straw man on persuasive outcomes 
(e.g., Bizer et al. 2009; Schumann 2022). However, little empirical attention has been 
given to the practice of presenting an accurate and clear reformulation of the opposi-
tion before attempting to refute it. Dennett (2013) and Rapoport (1960, 1961) recom-
mend such a practice to avoid common pitfalls, such as caricaturing an opponent, and 
they point to its potential rhetorical benefits. Nonetheless, its impact remains empiri-
cally underexplored. Moreover, the effects of (mis)representation of the opposition 
on perceived credibility remain largely untested, despite the central role of ethos in 
persuasive communication (see O’Keefe 2016; Petty et al. 1981; Sperber et al. 2010). 
Finally, while there is extensive experimental work examining how different fallacies 
affect judgments of reasonableness (van Eemeren et al. 2009; Eemeren et al. 2012), 
empirical evidence on the specific impact of the straw man fallacy on perceived rea-
sonableness is still lacking.

The present study seeks to address these gaps by experimentally comparing the 
effects of messages that contain accurate reformulations, misrepresentations or no 
reformulation of the opposition. Three pre-registered experiments in the charitable-
giving context (see Caviola et al. 2020; MacAskill 2015; Schubert and Caviola 2024) 
are presented, each assessing a different dependent variable: perceived trustworthi-
ness, judgments of reasonableness, and persuasive outcomes.

A central concern motivating this study is whether adhering to normative stan-
dards in argumentation reduces rhetorical success, a question clearly articulated by 
O’Keefe (2003, 2006). In other words, the study relates to the broader question of 
whether, and to what extent, reasonable argumentation and rhetorical effectiveness 
are in conflict. In the context of the present study, the specific concern is how dif-
ferent ways of re-expressing an opponent’s position relate to rhetorical success. As 
O’Keefe (2006) highlights, these questions are empirical in nature, and can effec-
tively be addressed through experimental research.
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The following section lays the groundwork for the empirical studies presented 
in this paper by clarifying the distinction at the center of the present investigation, 
namely the contrast between misrepresentation and accurate reformulation, and by 
reviewing prior empirical research relevant to the rhetorical effects of these represen-
tational practices.

2  Theoretical and Empirical Background: Representing the 
Opposition

2.1  Misrepresentation and Accurate Reformulation

Within theories of argumentative normativity, misrepresenting the opposition is gen-
erally viewed as a violation of dialectical requirements. In the pragma-dialectical 
theory of argumentation, distorting an opponent’s commitments constitutes a viola-
tion of the dialectical norms of reasonableness. This approach, grounded in critical 
rationalism, puts critical discussion at the center of its conception of reasonableness 
(van Eemeren and Grootendorst 2004, pp. 131–134). Misrepresenting the opposition 
is thus a normative violation as it hinders the resolution of a difference of opinion in 
a critical discussion. Specifically, misrepresenting an opponent’s argumentation is 
considered a fallacious move insofar as it violates one of the rules articulated by van 
Eemeren and Grootendorst that specify when a contribution hinders or contributes to 
the resolution of the difference. The rule in question is Rule 3, the Standpoint Rule:

Attacks on standpoints may not bear on a standpoint that has not actually been 
put forward by the other party. (2004, p. 191)

The rationale behind the inclusion of this rule is that if an attack is not related to the 
argumentation1 that the target has actually put forward, the parties fundamentally talk 
at cross-purposes, which in turn stands in the way of achieving a reasonable resolu-
tion of the original disagreement (van Eemeren et al., 2002, pp. 116–117; see also 
Walton 1996).

In this respect, it is important to note that, as Aikin and Casey delineate in their 
work (2011, 2013, 2016, 2022), distortions of the opposition can take different forms. 
Perhaps the most widely discussed among these is the straw man, which consists in 
an unfaithful representation that weakens the opposition to make it easier to attack2 
(Aikin and Casey 2022; Bizer et al. 2009; Lewiński and Oswald 2013; Schumann 
et al. 2019; Walton 1996). However, there can also be charitable distortions that 

1  While the rule, taken literally, pertains to the distortion of standpoints, it can, as others have aptly pointed 
out, equally be applied to the representation of arguments, which in pragma-dialectics can become sub-
standpoints supported by sub-arguments (see Lewiński 2011; Schumann et al. 2019).

2  The straw man can, in turn, take different forms. Aikin and Casey identify and discuss three broad 
types: (i) the classic or representational form, distorting the standpoints or arguments put forward by 
a speaker, (ii) the selectional form or weak man, selecting the weakest arguments or standpoints from 
those advanced by an opponent, and (iii) the hollow man, attributing completely fabricated views to an 
opponent (Aikin and Casey 2011).
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improve another’s position. This latter practice is what Aikin and Casey call the iron 
man (2013). The core insight behind the iron man is that a representation can distort 
an arguer’s contribution not only by weakening their expressed views but also by 
strengthening them.

What iron man and straw man have in common is their funhouse mirror repre-
sentation of the original contribution. Indeed, the two practices involve, by defini-
tion, a distortion of a speaker’s commitments3. By contrast, a faithful representation 
attributes to a speaker the commitments that they have, in fact, taken on, accurately 
capturing what was communicated.

In their work on the straw man, Lewiński and Oswald (2013) refer to this crite-
rion for interpretation as pragmatic plausibility. The standard requires that one fol-
low procedures for a contextually plausible interpretation and thus stay within the 
confines of a disagreement space of an utterance, where disagreement space refers 
to “all the commitments an arguer may be held accountable for” (2013, p. 169; see 
also Jackson 1992). This notion is encapsulated by a principle discussed by Gov-
ier: “interpret as well as you can”, that is, “do not miss nuances of meaning, irony, 
humour, sarcasm, qualifying phrases, relevance of preceding and subsequent mate-
rial, and so on” (1981, p. 5). A pragmatic account of communication can then guide 
interpretation by offering tools to carefully attribute commitments4.

Compared to misrepresentation and the straw man, relatively little research has 
focused on the practice of presenting a faithful reformulation of the opposition before 
attempting to refute it. Dennett (2013) recommends such a practice as one of four 
rules for composing “a successful critical commentary”, drawing from similar prin-
ciples by game theorist Rapoport5 (1960, 1961). The strategy involves providing a 
clear, vivid, and fair reformulation of one’s opponent’s position that the target would 
find no fault with (Dennett 2013, p. 33). The author presents this approach as a strat-
egy for avoiding common pitfalls such as caricaturing one’s opponent or nitpicking. 
It should be noted that this practice is sometimes conflated with overly charitable 
distortions wherein the argumentation is improved, often under the label steel man 
(De Rijk 2024; Pruś and Sikora 2023). However, a closer reading reveals that the 
approach does not require strengthening arguments or standpoints, but only ensuring 
they are represented fairly and clearly6 (2013, p. 33).

Both Rapoport and Dennett highlight a rhetorical benefit to the strategy, noting 
that following this practice has the effect of showing that one understands an oppo-
nent’s position as well as they do, which in turn can positively impact persuasive 
success (Dennett 2013, p. 33; Rapoport 1961, p. 216).

3  Following Katriel and Dascal’s definition (1989), as adapted by Oswald (2016), commitment is under-
stood here as “content that the speaker can be said to have taken for granted in making his or her utterance 
and which they cannot retract without causing semantic or pragmatic inconsistencies” (2016, pp. 17–18).

4  In this respect, Oswald (2016), for instance, argues that the cognitive pragmatic account offered by 
relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995) provides solid methodological tools for the plausible recon-
struction of arguments.

5  Dennett calls these principles Rapoport’s rules but clarifies that he is presenting his own formulation 
based on memory of correspondence with Rapoport (2013, p. 34).

6  A detailed discussion of the practice of faithful reformulation and the notion of steel man is currently 
in preparation.
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2.2  Representing the Opposition and Rhetorical Success

The present study is concerned with experimentally comparing the rhetorical effects 
of messages that contain faithful reformulations of an opponent’s position with those 
that contain misrepresentations of the opposition. Such an investigation connects to 
a broader concern that lies at the intersection of argumentation theory and persuasive 
communication research, namely whether adhering to normative standards comes at 
the expense of persuasive success (see O’Keefe 2003, 2006)7. Given the prevalence 
of fallacies in public discourse and a tendency to view dialectic and rhetoric as rival 
paradigms8, one may worry that reasonable argumentation and rhetorical effective-
ness are in fundamental conflict. However, as O’Keefe points out, whether such a 
tension exists in any given instance is an empirical question for which experimental 
evidence can be brought to bear (2006).

To start addressing this concern, O’Keefe reviews empirical evidence in connec-
tion to three principles for normatively good argumentative practice: (i) speakers 
should put forward their standpoints in a clear manner, (ii) arguers should present 
their supporting arguments clearly, and (iii) speakers should defend their standpoints 
against counterarguments (2006). The author draws these principles from pragma-
dialectical rules for a critical discussion (Rule 2 and Rule 10) and investigates how 
adherence to them affects rhetorical success. As O’Keefe highlights by means of 
meta-analytic reviews, relevant empirical evidence in the research literature indicates 
that adhering to these specific norms for reasonable argumentation does not diminish 
rhetorical success but, if anything, leads to better persuasive outcomes (2006, pp. 
236–240).

Relatedly, van Eemeren, Garssen and Meuffels have conducted extensive experi-
mental research investigating whether the standards laypeople apply in judging the 
reasonableness of argumentative contributions align with theoretically-motivated 
rules for a critical discussion (2009, 2012). Participants in the experiments were pre-
sented with fallacies as well as fragments with no normative violation and were asked 
to evaluate the reasonableness of the contributions. The authors put to the test a 
variety of fallacies connected to different pragma-dialectical rules (e.g., ad hominem 
as a violation of the freedom rule or evading the burden of proof as a violation of the 
obligation-to-defend rule). Their results provide strong evidence that ordinary argu-
ers evaluate moves that violate normative requirements as clearly less reasonable 
than non-fallacious moves, supporting the conventional validity of the rules.

There is therefore a valuable body of empirical work shedding light on the rela-
tionship between reasonableness and persuasiveness. However, these studies have 
focused only on a selection of rules and fallacies. Crucially, they do not provide 
empirical evidence on the perceived reasonableness of misrepresentations or viola-

7  As O’Keefe notes, this question is part of a recurring concern regarding the relationship between norma-
tive and descriptive approaches to argumentation (2003).

8  For historical background on the view that dialectic and rhetoric are incompatible paradigms, see, e.g., 
van Eemeren and Houtlosser 1999; who trace the origins of what they describe as an “infertile ideologi-
cal division”.
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tions of the standpoint rule. The relationship between misrepresentation and rhetori-
cal success has then only recently begun to receive empirical attention.

One of the first experimental studies in this respect comes from Bizer et al. (2009), 
who asked participants to indicate their preference between two fictitious candidates 
competing for public office based on their statements, one of which either did or did 
not include a straw man argument. They also manipulated personal relevance by tell-
ing participants that the candidate applied for the position either in their state or in 
a distant one. Their findings indicate that, across the entire sample, the presence or 
absence of the straw man had no effect on persuasive outcomes. Crucially, however, 
a significant interaction with the personal relevance variable was detected, such that 
the inclusion of the straw man positively affected preference for a candidate in the 
low-relevance condition but had no effect under high personal relevance. Addition-
ally, they also observed that, holding personal relevance constant, participants high in 
need for structure (i.e., motivated to adopt an attitude quickly) were more persuaded 
by the straw man that those low in need for structure. As the authors point out, these 
results suggest that the straw man has more persuasive appeal when people are not 
prone to process the message carefully, whether due to low personal relevance or 
individual disposition (2009, p. 224).

Schumann et al. (2019, 2021) provided further empirical evidence on the straw 
man’s effectiveness by investigating, among other things, linguistic factors that may 
impact its persuasiveness. In one of their experimental studies, they contrasted mis-
representations of arguments introduced with the French causal connective puisque 
(“since”) with the same distortions without connective and found a significant 
decrease in acceptability when the straw man was introduced with the connective. 
This finding, the authors highlight, point to how presentational differences can lead 
to differences in persuasive impact as they can act as signposts “alerting participants 
to the possible presence of misattributed content” (2021, p. 365). Additionally, across 
their studies, the authors found that straw-manning the opposition led to lower agree-
ment with the speaker than comparable non-fallacious messages, providing further 
evidence on the relative ineffectiveness of the strategy.

Nonetheless, as mentioned, direct evidence on how the straw man fallacy spe-
cifically affects reasonableness judgments remains limited. Moreover, no studies to 
date appear to have investigated the impact of straw-manning on credibility judg-
ments, despite the important role that ethos plays in argumentative discourse and 
persuasive communication (see O’Keefe 2016; Petty et al. 1981; Sperber et al. 2010). 
Finally, the rhetorical effects of the converse practice of presenting a faithful and 
clear reformulation of an opponent’s position before attempting to refute it (Dennett 
2013; Rapoport 1961) has received limited attention in the literature. The experi-
ments presented in this paper address these research gaps, aiming to clarify the rela-
tionship between adhering to normative standards in representing the opposition and 
rhetorical success.
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3  The Experimental Study: Introduction and Hypotheses

The experiments presented in this paper experimentally compare the rhetorical effects 
of messages that contain faithful reformulations of an opponent’s position with those 
that contain misrepresentations or no reformulation of the opposition. Specifically, 
evidence is provided on the impact of the three message types on perceived trustwor-
thiness, reasonableness judgments, and persuasive outcomes.

The pre-registered9 hypotheses are as follows:

H1a: Misrepresentation will lead to lower trustworthiness ratings than both 
accurate reformulation and no reformulation.

H1b: Accurate reformulation will lead to higher trustworthiness ratings than no 
reformulation10.

H2: Misrepresentation will lead to lower reasonableness ratings than both accu-
rate reformulation and no reformulation.

H3: Misrepresentation will lead to lower persuasiveness ratings than both accu-
rate reformulation and no reformulation.

The first hypothesis, concerning the effects of the reformulation types on per-
ceived source trustworthiness, specifies all pairwise comparisons. Prediction H1a is 
grounded on the observation that speakers who misrepresent an opponent’s position 
commit a violation of dialectical requirements by providing a nonveridical account 
of the opposition. Accordingly, it is reasonable to expect that speakers who engage 
in misrepresentation will be perceived as less willing to convey an accurate rep-
resentation of reality, which aligns with how trustworthiness is operationalized in 
this study and generally understood in the literature (see Sect. 4 and O’Keefe 2016, 
pp. 292–294). Prediction H1b is based on theoretical observations on the benefits of 
providing a clear and faithful reformulation of the opposition (see Sect. 2.1; Dennett 
2013; Rapoport 1960). The assumption is that providing an accurate reformulation 
demonstrates a clear and faithful understanding of the opposition and will therefore 
be perceived as evidence of an arguer’s willingness to offer a veridical account of 
reality.

The second hypothesis, which pertains to reasonableness judgments, predicts that 
messages that contain misrepresentations will be perceived as less reasonable than 
those that contain faithful reformulations and no reformulation. The prediction is 
based on van Eemeren et al.’s empirical findings that ordinary arguers tend to per-

9  Pre-registrations for each experiment can be accessed via the following OSF links:
Experiment 1: ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​o​s​f​​.​i​o​/​z​8​​f​2​c​/​​?​v​i​e​w​​_​o​n​l​y​​=​d​f​d​0​3​​d​b​2​c​​0​2​b​4​3​9​b​a​7​9​1​7​f​f​c​7​f​3​a​d​3​2​3.
Experiment 2: ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​o​s​f​​.​i​o​/​f​j​​b​d​r​/​​?​v​i​e​w​​_​o​n​l​y​​=​7​f​2​3​1​​e​c​5​6​​8​f​2​4​e​1​a​b​7​f​c​b​c​0​0​a​2​8​1​7​6​2​3.
Experiment 3: ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​o​s​f​​.​i​o​/​c​f​​6​s​n​/​​?​v​i​e​w​​_​o​n​l​y​​=​7​8​3​7​3​​f​0​7​7​​d​f​e​4​a​8​e​9​2​4​6​d​c​4​0​c​b​9​6​4​7​e​3.
10 Note that the comparison between accurate reformulation and inaccurate reformulation is already 
addressed in H1a.
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ceive messages that violate dialectical requirements, i.e., fallacies, as significantly 
less reasonable than non-fallacious moves (2009, 2012). Since misrepresentation 
constitutes the only normative violation in the items, the hypothesis concerns only 
comparisons with the misrepresentation condition.

Finally, the third hypothesis predicts that misrepresentation will lead to lower 
persuasive outcomes overall. This hypothesis is based on previous findings, which 
point to the relative ineffectiveness of the strategy, particularly under low personal-
relevance conditions and for participants high in need for structure (Bizer et al. 2009; 
Schumann et al. 2019, 2021).

It should be noted that the hypotheses pertain to the effects of misrepresentation 
independent of participants’ detection of the distortion as no mediation analyses were 
performed. While the experimental material was pre-tested for perceived accuracy 
(see Sect. 4.2), the main experiments did not include measures assessing identifica-
tion of the distortion11. This design decision was made to avoid measurement reactiv-
ity and demand effects that could compromise experimental conclusions.

4  Methods

Three experiments are presented. The material and conditions are consistent through-
out the experiments, with the key distinction being the different response variables 
assessed. An overview of the study will be provided first, followed by details on the 
measures used in each experiment12.

4.1  Message Stimuli, Design, and Experimental Manipulations

Participants were presented with six scenarios13 in which two speakers, Speaker A 
and Speaker B, engage in an argumentative exchange about two charitable options, 
Charity A and Charity B. This context was selected based on prior research in experi-
mental psychology showing that, when faced with charitable-giving dilemmas, par-
ticipants are amenable to changing their attitudes in response to new information 
(Caviola et al. 2020), making these scenarios well-suited for experimentally study-
ing persuasive effects. An additional benefit of the charity donation context is that it 
allows for the study of attitude change on consequential issues while avoiding the 
potential confounds associated with overtly political content.

All the scenarios were built based on previous research in the psychology of effec-
tive giving and real-world systematic comparisons of charitable programs (Caviola 
et al. 2020; MacAskill 2015; Schubert and Caviola 2024). For example, participants 
were shown dilemmas involving a choice between donating to a charity that helps an 

11  For a more detailed discussion of this design choice, see Sect. 4.2 and 6.
12 The experimental material, data, and R scripts used in this study are open access and can be found in the 
Open Science Framework repository (Younis 2026) 
​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​o​s​​f​.​i​​o​/​c​k​8​​3​​​z​/​?​v​​​i​e​w​_​o​​​n​l​y​=​b​6​​f​1​e​1​​c​e​4​8​9​7​4​1​0​b​a​9​e​5​e​0​8​f​b​4​b​a​c​5​4​5.
13  A multiple-message design was employed to avoid issues of ambiguous causal attribution and nonuni-
form effects across messages (see O’Keefe 2016).
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identifiable victim versus one that helps non-identifiable victims, or between a non-
profit with low overhead costs and moderate cost-effectiveness versus one with high 
overhead costs but greater cost-effectiveness (see Fig. 1 for an example). 

After reading the scenario, participants were presented with an argumentative 
exchange between two speakers. In all cases, Speaker A presents two supporting 
arguments for Charity A. The experimental manipulation then occurs with Speaker 
B’s response, who either (i) accurately reformulates, (ii) misrepresents, or (iii) does 
not reformulate Speaker A’s contribution before providing a supporting argument for 
Charity B. The scenario, Speaker A’s contribution, and Speaker B’s supporting argu-
ment remain identical across conditions, with the only difference being the presence 
and accuracy of the reformulation (see Fig. 2 for a sample item). The experimental 
design therefore features three experimental conditions:

1.	 Accurate reformulation: The speaker provides a faithful reformulation of the 
opponent’s position, followed by a supporting argument for their own position.

2.	 Misrepresentation: The speaker provides an inaccurate reformulation of the 
opponent’s position, followed by the same supporting argument for their own 
position.

Fig. 2  Example of dialogue from a single item. The figure shows all three experimental conditions

 

Fig. 1  Example of scenario as seen by participants
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3.	 No reformulation: The speaker presents only a supporting argument for their own 
position, without reformulating the opponent’s contribution.

To control for potential confounds related to length, the accurate and inaccurate refor-
mulations are matched in word count. The design is within-subject, counterbalanced 
using a Latin square design. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three 
lists, each containing all six items and all conditions, but only one condition per item 
so that no participant was exposed to the same item in more than one condition. The 
items were presented in random order to minimize potential order effects.

4.2  Message Pre-testing

A pre-test of the experimental material was conducted to assess perceived accuracy, 
i.e., whether the misrepresentations in the experimental material were perceived as 
inaccurate and the faithful reformulations as accurate. This test therefore serves to 
check whether the manipulation is likely to have the intended psychological effect.

The decision to test perceived accuracy prior to the main studies was made to 
avoid the risk of compromising experimental conclusions by incorporating such a 
measure into the main experiments. Researchers in experimental psychology have 
noted that manipulation checks embedded within a main study may affect partici-
pants’ responses to the dependent variable (e.g., persuasiveness) by influencing 
how participants process the messages (measurement reactivity) or by inadvertently 
revealing the researcher’s hypothesis (demand effects) (Fayant et al. 2017; Hauser 
et al. 2018). These concerns are particularly relevant to experimental work on the 
effectiveness of the straw man, as previous research suggests that variations in pro-
cessing can interact with the strategy’s persuasive impact (Bizer et al. 2009). In this 
respect, researchers have long recommended pre-testing manipulations (Aronson and 
Carlsmith 1968; Fayant et al. 2017; Hauser et al. 2018).

For the pre-test, 81 participants were recruited through the crowdsourcing plat-
form Prolific. The sample was balanced by sex and confined to participants with Eng-
lish as their first language. Table 1 contains information on the participants recruited 
for the pre-test. As the no reformulation condition does not contain a representation 

Characteristic Value
Sample size 81
Age (years)
m (sd) 41.26 (16.04)
Range [18–83]
Gender
Female 41
Male 39
Other 1
Completion (min)
Mdn (IQR) 11.65 (8.28)
Remuneration £ 0.80

Table 1  Sample demographics, 
completion times, and remu-
neration for pre-test

Remuneration rates are 
provided by Prolific based 
on estimated median 
completion time. M, sd, 
mdn, and IQR indicate mean, 
standard deviation, median, 
and interquartile range, 
respectively
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of the opposition, the pre-test used a two-list design including only the accurate refor-
mulation and misrepresentation conditions14.

Participants read and agreed to a consent form, provided their Prolific ID, and were 
presented with the six dialogues (see Sect. 4.1). After each dialogue, they were asked 
“How accurately does Speaker B represent Speaker A’s contribution?”. Responses 
were recorded on a seven-point scale ranging from “Not at all accurately” (1) to 
“Very accurately” (7) with “Undecided” (4) at the midpoint of the scale. At the end of 
the study, participants provided demographic information.

To account for both by-participant and by-item variability, the perceived accuracy 
data were analyzed using a linear mixed-effects model (LMM) in R (version 4.4.1; R 
Core Team 2024), implemented with the lmer function from the lme4 package (Bates 
et al. 2015). The final model included random intercepts for participants and items as 
well as by-participant random slopes15.

The model’s output showed that the mean perceived accuracy value in the misrep-
resentation condition was significantly lower (M = 2.54, 95% CI [2.16, 2.91]) than 
that in the accurate representation condition (M = 4.88, 95% CI [4.46, 5.29]). The 
results of the LMM are summarized in Table 2. The mean perceived accuracy and 
confidence intervals by experimental condition are displayed in Fig. 3. Moreover, 
post hoc intercept-only LMMs indicated that responses in both the misrepresentation 
and the accurate representation conditions significantly differed from the scale’s mid-
point (“undecided”) (p <.001), with mean ratings in the former falling significantly 
below the midpoint and those in the latter significantly above it. 

The results indicate that participants rated faithful representations as accurate, sig-
nificantly more so than distortions, which were perceived as inaccurate, supporting 
the conclusion that the manipulation was perceived as intended.

4.3  Participants and Procedures

For the main experiments, 625 participants in total were recruited. For the analysis, 
25 were excluded for failing at two or more comprehension checks, not completing 
the study, or, in the case of Experiment 2, reporting having studied argumentation 

14  As in the main experiments, this is a within-subject design, with the conditions counterbalanced using 
a Latin square. Each participant was therefore exposed to all conditions but only one condition per item.
15  This model represented the most complex design consistent with the experiment that resulted in a non-
singular fit and significantly improved the model. For more details on the statistical analysis procedure 
followed in this study, see Sect. 5.

Table 2  Summary of the linear mixed model for the pre-test, comparing accurate reformulation and mis-
representation, with perceived accuracy as the dependent variable, Reformulation condition as the fixed 
effect, participant and item as a random intercept effect, and participant as random slope
Model/fixed effects Estimate (β) SE t-value p(>|t|) Std. β
value ~ condition + (1 + condition | Participant) + (1 | item)
Intercept (Accurate) 4.88 0.21 23.11 < 0.001*** 0.55
Misrepresentation −2.35 0.24 −9.89 < 0.001*** −1.11
Estimate (β) represents unstandardized regression weights. SE represents standard errors. Standardized 
β provides the standardized effect size
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theory or pragma-dialectics in formal courses16. The final sample consisted of 600 
participants in total: 200 recruited independently for each of the three experiments.

The sample size was determined through simulation-based power analysis using 
linear mixed-effect models in R. The fixed effect size was defined as a 0.20 differ-
ence between conditions, namely − 0.20, 0.00, and 0.20 on a 7-point scale. Variance 
components were set to 0.80 for participants, 0.40 for items, and 2.00 for residuals. 
The resulting Cohen’s d was 0.183. Given an alpha level of 0.05, a sample size of 
200 participants yielded an estimated power of 91.20% [95% CI: 86.98, 94.40]17. 
The decision to use conservative expected differences in the power analysis is based 
on existing meta-analytical evidence, which consistently points to relatively small 
mean effect sizes connected to persuasive message design choices (see Dillard et al. 
1984; O’Keefe and Hoeken 2021; Rains et al. 2018; Weber and Popova 2012). The 
sample was balanced by sex and confined to speakers of English as a first and fluent 
language. Table 3 details sample demographics, completion times, and payment for 
Experiments 1, 2, and 3.

16  Given that Experiment 2 seeks to assess, following van Eemeren et al. (2009, 2012), perceived reason-
ableness in “ordinary arguers” (see Sect. 4.4.2), it was important to ensure participants had not studied the 
pragma-dialectical conception of reasonableness.
17  The script with the complete procedure for this power analysis is available in the OSF depository 
(Younis 2026).

Fig. 3  Perceived accuracy by experimental condition (pre-test). Note. Error bars represent 95% con-
fidence intervals
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After agreeing to a consent form, participants entered their Prolific ID. In each 
experiment, they were then randomly assigned to one of three lists (see Sect. 4.1) and 
read a series of six dialogues. After reading each dialogue, participants provided their 
ratings on the relevant scales (see below for the scales used in each experiment). At 
the end of the study, participants provided demographic information, including age, 
gender identity, and language.

4.4  Measures

4.4.1  Experiment 1: Perceived Trustworthiness

The key response variable in the first experiment was perceived speaker trustworthi-
ness. Perceived trustworthiness (sometimes also called character, safety or benevo-
lence) is understood in this context as a dimension of perceived speaker credibility: it 
is the “the assessment of (roughly) whether the communicator will likely be inclined 
to tell the truth as he or she sees it” (O’Keefe 2016, p. 293). The term trustworthi-
ness is therefore used here in line with persuasive communication research to refer 
to only one dimension of credibility18. It corresponds to benevolence in the epistemic 
vigilance literature (Sperber et al. 2010) and maps onto the eunoia, or goodwill, com-
ponent in the phronesis, eunoia, arete Aristotelian tripartition (Aristotle 1984).

To measure perceived trustworthiness, a six-item 7-point semantic differential scale 
adapted from Tuppen (1974) and Yalch and Elmore-Yalch (1984) was employed. The 
six pairs of items used for the perceived trustworthiness scale were the following:

1. Dishonest–Honest.
2. Unfair–Fair.
3. Untrustworthy–Trustworthy.
4. Insincere–Sincere.

18  There is a wealth of factor-analytic research that groups intercorrelated scales measuring perceived 
credibility (e.g., Applbaum and Anatol 1972; Baudhuin and Davis 1972). The dimension of trustworthi-
ness, as defined here, is one of two dimensions that commonly emerges from these studies, alongside 
competence.

Experiment 1
Trustworthiness

Experiment 2
Reasonableness

Experiment 3
Persuasiveness

Sample size 200 200 200
Age (years)
m (sd) 38.13 (12.99) 39.25 (13.99) 34.88 (13.11)
Range [19–74] [18–81] [18–68]
Gender
Female 98 100 98
Male 102 96 99
Other 0 4 3
Completion 
(min)
mdn (IQR) 11.76 (9.68) 7.42 (5.68) 11.51 (9.96)
Remuneration £2.00 £1.00 £1.50

Table 3  Sample demograph-
ics, completion times, and 
remuneration for the main 
experiments

Remuneration rates are 
provided by Prolific based 
on estimated median 
completion time. M, sd, 
mdn, and IQR indicate mean, 
standard deviation, median, 
and interquartile range, 
respectively
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5. Closed-minded–Open-minded.
6. Biased–Unbiased.
The scale items were presented in random order to minimize item order effects, as 

recommended by previous research (McCroskey 1966; Rubin 2004).

4.4.2  Experiment 2: Perceived Reasonableness

Experiment 2 has perceived reasonableness as its dependent variable. We adopt the 
definition of reasonableness articulated in pragma-dialectics, whereby a reasonable 
argumentative move is one that aligns with dialectical standards for a critical discus-
sion (see Sect. 2; van Eemeren and Grootendorst 2004).

To measure perceived reasonableness, the scale used by van Eemeren et al. (2009, 
2012) was replicated. The scale has been repeatedly employed to assess judgments 
of the reasonableness of fallacious and non-fallacious discussion moves. Experiment 
2 takes on board van Eemeren et al.’s recommendation to empirically investigate the 
relationship between reasonableness and persuasiveness (2012, p. 51). It comple-
ments measures from persuasive communication research (Experiment 1 and 3) with 
a measure from pragma-dialectical effectiveness research (Experiment 2).

After each of the six dialogues between Speaker A and Speaker B, Participants 
were asked: “How reasonable do you think B’s response was?”. Responses were 
recorded on a 7-point scale ranging from “very unreasonable” (1) to “very reason-
able” (7).

Experiment 2 aimed at examining whether ‘ordinary’ participants’ judgments about 
the reasonableness of misrepresentational and non-misrepresentational contributions 
align with a theoretically motivated assessment. For this reason, the pragma-dialec-
tical approach to reasonableness was not specified in the instructions. Following van 
Eemeren and colleagues, participants were simply asked for judgments concerning 
“what is or is not permissible in a discussion, what is or is not reasonable” (2009, p. 
66)19.

4.4.3  Experiment 3: Persuasiveness

Experiment 3 measured effects on persuasiveness. Persuasive outcomes were assessed 
in the experiment at two levels: attitude and behavioral intention (see Hoeken 1994; 
O’Keefe 2016).

To measure attitude, a three-item, 7-point scale adapted from Allen et al. (1990) 
was employed. Specifically, after reading each dialogue, participants were asked the 
following questions regarding both Speaker A’s and Speaker B’s contributions:

1. Do you agree with the speaker?
2. Are the speaker’s arguments persuasive?
3. Did the message persuade you on the issue?
Responses were given on a 7-point scale from “not at all” (1) to “completely” (7). 

The scale items were presented in random order.

19  For a detailed discussion of the methodological considerations behind the measure, see van Eemeren 
et al. 2009.
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To measure behavioral intention, a 7-point comparative scale was used (see 
O’Keefe 2016, p. 31). Given that the experimental material presented scenarios 
resembling those in Caviola et al. (2020), involving a discussion about two chari-
ties (Charity A and Charity B) for a $1000 contribution, we used the same scale 
they employed to measure donation intention. Specifically, participants responded to 
the question “Of the two donation options, which one would you choose?” using a 
7-point scale ranging from “Definitely Charity A” (1) to “Definitely Charity B” (7) 
with “Unsure” at the midpoint (4).

5  Results and Discussion

5.1  Experiment 1: Results and Discussion

To examine the impact of reformulation type on perceived trustworthiness, a linear 
mixed-effects model (LMM) was fitted in R (version 4.4.1; R Core Team 2024) using 
the lmer function from the lme4 package (Bates et al. 2015)20. Following the best 
practices suggested by Barr et al. (2013), the LMM included the maximal random 
effects structure justified by the design. The contribution of random slopes to the 
model was evaluated by comparing nested models using likelihood ratio tests via the 
anova function. Reformulation type was included as fixed effect, with the no refor-
mulation condition as the reference level using treatment coding. The final model 
specified random intercepts for participants and items as well as by-participant and 
by-item random slopes. Compared to a random-intercepts-only model, the addition 
of random slopes significantly improved model fit: Δχ2 = 1449.2, Δdf = 10, p <.001. 
Pairwise comparisons between levels were performed with Tukey’s adjustment for 
multiple comparisons.

The results show that participants rated the speaker (Speaker B) as significantly 
more trustworthy in the accurate reformulation condition (estimate = 0.39, SE = 0.13, 
p <.05) and in the no reformulation condition (estimate = 0.35, SE = 0.13, p <.05), 
compared to the misrepresentation condition. However, no significant difference was 
found between accurate reformulation and no reformulation (p >.05). The mean per-
ceived trustworthiness and confidence intervals by experimental condition are pre-
sented in Fig. 4.

These results support H1a, which predicted that misrepresentation would lead to 
lower trustworthiness ratings relative to the other conditions. However, H1b, which 
predicted an advantage of accurate reformulation over no reformulation, was not 
supported. The results of the linear mixed model are shown in Table 4. Pairwise 
comparisons between conditions are presented in Table 5. An internal consistency 
analysis indicated that the six-item semantic differential scale adapted from Tuppen 

20  Given that trustworthiness was measured on a 7-point ordinal scale, the data were also analyzed using 
a Cumulative Link Mixed Model (CLMMs). I wish to thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion. 
The model for this analysis was implemented in R with the CLMM function from the ordinal package 
(Christensen 2023) and included random intercepts for participants and items. The supplementary analysis 
confirmed the experimental conclusions observed with the LMM and discussed in the paper. The script and 
results for this analysis are available in the OSF repository (Younis 2026).
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(1974) and Yalch and Elmore-Yalch (1984) demonstrated excellent internal reliabil-
ity (Cronbach α = 0.93).

5.2  Experiment 2: Results and Discussion

To analyze the effects of reformulation type on reasonableness judgments, a linear 
mixed model was fitted in R using the same function and procedure as in Experiment 

Fig. 4  Perceived trustworthiness by experimental condition (Experiment 1). Note. Error bars represent 
95% confidence intervals. *indicates p < .05
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121. The final model included random intercepts for participants and items as well as 
a by-participant random slope. This represented the most complex design consistent 
with the experiment that resulted in a non-singular fit and significantly improved the 
model. Compared to a random-intercepts-only model, the addition of the by-partic-
ipant random slope significantly improved model fit: Δχ2 = 69.87, Δdf = 5, p <.001. 
As in the previous experiment, pairwise comparisons were performed with Tukey’s 
adjustment.

The results show that participants rated the message in the misrepresentation con-
dition as significantly less reasonable than both in the accurate reformulation con-
dition (estimate = −0.74, SE = 0.14, p <.001) and in the no reformulation condition 
(estimate = −0.67, SE = 0.14, p <.001). Figure 5 shows the mean perceived reason-
ableness and confidence intervals by experimental condition.

These results are consistent with H2, supporting the prediction that misrepresenta-
tion would result in lower reasonableness judgments compared to the other condi-
tions. Table 6 shows the results of the linear mixed model, and pairwise comparisons 
between conditions are presented in Table 7.

21  As with Experiment 1, the data were also analyzed using a supplementary CLMM. The model was 
implemented using the same package and included the same random effects as in Experiment 1, and 
its output confirmed the experimental conclusions. For more details, see the scripts and results on OSF 
(Younis 2026).

Contrasts estimate SE p-value Co-
hen’s 
d

Accurate 
reformulation–Misrepresentation

0.39 0.13 0.027* −0.34

No 
reformulation–Misrepresentation

0.35 0.13 0.036* −0.30

No Reformulation –Accurate 
reformulation

− 0.04 0.11 0.916 −0.04

Table 5  Pairwise comparisons 
of trustworthiness ratings by 
reformulation condition

The table includes estimated 
mean differences (estimate), 
standard errors (SE), p-values, 
and Cohen’s d effect sizes

 

Model/Fixed effects Esti-
mate 
(β)

SE t-value p(>|t|)

value ~ Condition + (Condition | item) + (Condition | Participant)
Intercept (No 
reformulation)

4.72 0.11 41.27 < 0.001***

Accurate representation 0.04 0.21 0.40 0.915
Misrepresentation − 0.35 0.12 −2.73 0.006**
Estimate (β) represents unstandardized regression weights. SE 
represents standard errors. The table also reports t-values and 
corresponding p-values

Table 4  Summary of the linear 
mixed model for experiment 1, 
comparing accurate reformula-
tion, misrepresentation, and no 
reformulation, with perceived 
trustworthiness as the dependent 
variable
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Fig. 5  Perceived reasonableness by experimental condition (Experiment 2). Note. Error bars represent 
95% confidence intervals. *** indicates p < .001
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5.3  Experiment 3: Results and Discussion

To test the hypothesis regarding persuasive outcomes (H3), attitude and behavioral 
intention were analyzed separately, in line with their conceptual differences. Accord-
ingly, two linear mixed models with a maximal random effects structure were fitted in 
R, using the same function and package as in the previous experiments22.

In the case of the attitude data, the final model included random intercepts for 
participants and items as well as by-participants random slope. The addition of the 
by-participant random slope improved the model compared to a model with random 
intercepts only: Δχ2 = 471.34, Δdf = 5, p <.001. For the behavioral intention data, the 
final model included only random intercepts for participants and items. Adding ran-
dom slopes did not significantly improve model fit and led to a singular fit. The 
random-intercepts-only model was therefore selected.

The results for the attitude-level persuasiveness data do not reveal significant dif-
ferences between conditions. The mean persuasiveness scores for the attitude vari-
able, along with confidence intervals by experimental condition, are presented in Fig. 
6.

22  As in Experiments 1 and 2, supplementary analyses were conducted using CLMMs following the same 
procedure and including the same random effects described in Sect. 5.1 and 5.2. The models’ outputs con-
firmed the experimental conclusions discussed here. The scripts and results of the supplementary analyses 
are available in the OSF repository (Younis 2026).

Contrasts estimate SE t-ratio p-value Co-
hen’s 
d

Accurate reformula-
tion–Misrepresenta-
tion

0.74 0.14 5.29 < 0.001*** 0.55

No reformulation–
Misrepresentation

0.67 0.14 4.70 < 0.001*** 0.49

No reformula-
tion –Accurate 
representation

− 0.07 0.14 −0.67 0.782 −0.05

Table 7  Pairwise comparisons 
of reasonableness ratings by 
reformulation condition

The table includes estimated 
mean differences (estimate), 
standard errors (SE), t-ratios, 
p-values, and Cohen’s d effect 
sizes

 

Model/Fixed effects Esti-
mate 
(β)

SE t-value p(>|t|)

value ~ Condition + (1 + Condition | Participant) + (1 | item)
Intercept (No 
reformulation)

4.75 0.21 22.75 < 0.001***

Accurate representation 0.07 0.11 0.67 0.504
Misrepresentation − 0.67 0.14 −4.70 < 0.001***
Estimate (β) represents unstandardized regression weights. SE 
represents standard errors. The table also reports t-values and 
corresponding p-values

Table 6  Summary of the linear 
mixed model for experiment 2, 
comparing accurate reformula-
tion, misrepresentation, and no 
reformulation, with perceived 
reasonableness as the dependent 
variable
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Table 8 provides the results of the relevant linear mixed model, and pairwise com-
parisons between conditions are shown in Table 9. An internal consistency analysis 
indicated that the three-item scale adapted from Allen et al. (1990) demonstrated 
excellent internal reliability (Cronbach α = 0.93).

Similarly, the analysis of persuasiveness at the behavioral intention level showed 
no significant differences between conditions. Figure 7 presents the mean scores for 
the behavioral intention variable as well as 95% confidence intervals. The results of 

Fig. 6  Persuasiveness score (attitude variable) by experimental condition (Experiment 3). Note. Error 
bars represent 95% confidence intervals
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the second linear mixed model are shown in Table 10, and Table 10 presents pairwise 
comparisons between conditions. 

These results do not support H3, which predicted that misrepresentation would 
lead to lower persuasiveness when compared to the other conditions.

6  General Discussion and Conclusions

The results from Experiment 1, 2, and 3 support hypotheses 1a and 2, but do not sup-
port hypotheses 1b and 3.

Turning first to the findings on misrepresentation, the present study provides, as 
far as we are aware for the first time, experimental evidence on how distorting an 
opponent’s contribution affects speaker ethos or perceived credibility. Specifically, in 
line with the prediction, the results from Experiment 1 suggest that misrepresenting 
the opposition negatively impacts trustworthiness judgments compared to messages 
with accurate reformulation or no reformulation. This finding contributes to research 
on the rhetorical effects of the straw man (Bizer et al. 2009; Schumann 2022) by 
highlighting a rhetorical cost associated with the practice.

Relatedly, in Experiment 2, discussion contributions that misrepresented the oppo-
sition were perceived as significantly less reasonable than those that did not. This 
finding adds to the body of work investigating reasonableness judgments in argu-
mentative discourse, particularly within the context of pragma-dialectical effective-
ness research (van Eemeren et al. 2009; Eemeren et al. 2012). The results build on 
previous empirical studies on how ordinary arguers evaluate fallacious moves by 
showing that lay evaluations of argumentative quality are sensitive to violations of 

Contrasts estimate SE p-value Co-
hen’s 
d

Accurate reformulation–Mis-
representation

0.15 0.10 0.306 0.11

No reformulation–Misrepre-
sentation

−0.03 0.12 0.966 −0.02

No Reformulation –Accurate 
representation

− 0.17 0.11 0.225 −0.13

Table 9  Pairwise comparisons 
of attitude-level persuasive-
ness ratings by reformulation 
condition

The table includes estimated 
mean differences (estimate), 
standard errors (SE), z-ratios, 
p-values, and Cohen’s d effect 
sizes

 

Model/Fixed effects Esti-
mate 
(β)

SE t-value p(>|t|)

value ~ Condition + (1 + Condition | Participant) + (1 | item)
Intercept (No 
reformulation)

4.12 0.22 18.39 < 0.001***

Accurate representation 0.17 0.11 1.66 0.098
Misrepresentation 0.03 0.12 0.25 0.801
Estimate (β) represents unstandardized regression weights. SE 
represents standard errors. The table also reports t-values and 
corresponding p-values

Table 8  Summary of the first 
linear mixed model for ex-
periment 3, comparing accurate 
reformulation, misrepresenta-
tion, and no reformulation, with 
attitude-level persuasiveness as 
the dependent variable
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normative standards regarding the representation of the opposition. In this respect, 
these findings highlight the value of complementing, as advocated by van Eemeren 
et al. (2012), persuasive communication research with theoretically motivated effec-
tiveness research to investigate the connection between reasonableness and rhetorical 
effectiveness.

Experiment 3, which investigated persuasive outcomes, further showed that mis-
representation did not offer a significant rhetorical advantage. However, contrary to 

Fig. 7  Persuasiveness score (behavioral intention variable) by experimental condition (Experiment 3). 
Note. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals
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expectations, distorting the opposition did not result in lower persuasiveness com-
pared to accurate reformulation or no reformulation: no significant effects were 
observed. While this does not support the initial prediction, it aligns with prior find-
ings from Bizer et al. (2009), who found that the inclusion of a straw man had no 
effect on persuasive outcomes across their entire samples in two experiments.

The results on persuasiveness may in part be explained by the fact that the support-
ing argumentation in the present study remained identical across conditions. While 
participants were sensitive to the accuracy with which a speaker represented the 
opposition when evaluating reasonableness and trustworthiness, it is plausible that, 
when asked to report their behavioral intentions and attitudes, their responses were 
based primarily on whether the reasons provided—as opposed to how accurately 
the opposition was represented—changed their minds. In this respect, these results 
emphasize the importance of assessing different outcome variables: the absence of 
an effect on persuasive outcomes should not be taken to imply a lack of rhetorically 
relevant consequences for perceived credibility or reasonableness. Indeed, one can 
separate the quality of the monological, supporting argumentation from the quality of 
the speaker’s behavior in dialogue. Based on the results, participants seem to, quite 
reasonably, be able to make this distinction and separate how fairly speakers engage 
in dialogue from the strength of the position itself.

Taken together, the results indicate that, in the cases investigated, adhering to nor-
mative standards (i.e., avoiding misrepresentation) did not reduce rhetorical effec-
tiveness. On the contrary, speakers who misrepresented the opposition paid a price 
in terms of perceived trustworthiness, and lay participants were sensitive to such 
violations when evaluating reasonableness. These findings build on O’Keefe’s (2003, 
2006) work by providing further evidence that reasonableness and rhetorical effec-

Contrasts estimate SE p-value Co-
hen’s 
d

Accurate reformulation–Mis-
representation

−0.00 0.14 0.706 0.00

No reformulation–Misrepre-
sentation

−0.11 0.14 0.685 −0.08

No Reformulation –Accurate 
representation

− 0.11 0.14 0.999 −0.08

Table 11  Pairwise comparisons 
of intention-level persuasive-
ness ratings by reformulation 
condition

The table includes estimated 
mean differences (estimate), 
standard errors (SE), p-values, 
and Cohen’s d effect sizes

 

Model/Fixed effects Esti-
mate 
(β)

SE t-value p(>|t|)

value ~ Condition + (1 + Condition | Participant) + (1 | item)
Intercept (No 
reformulation)

3.57 0.34 10.36 < 0.001***

Accurate representation 0.11 0.14 0.80 0.427
Misrepresentation 0.12 0.14 0.83 0.407
Estimate (β) represents unstandardized regression weights. SE 
represents standard errors. The table also reports t-values and 
corresponding p-values

Table 10  Summary of the first 
linear mixed model for Ex-
periment 3, comparing accurate 
reformulation, misrepresenta-
tion, and no reformulation, with 
intention-level persuasiveness 
as the dependent variable.
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tiveness are not in fundamental conflict, helping to dispel the concern that fallacious 
contributions are generally more effective. It is important to note that this should not 
be taken to imply that misrepresentative or unreasonable argumentative practices 
are invariably less persuasive than those that stay within the bounds of dialectical 
requirements. However, the empirical evidence available thus far does show reason-
able argumentation to be generally consistent with, if not advantageous for, rhetorical 
success, at least for the specific practices that have been experimentally examined.

Turning to the findings on accurate reformulation, while the results show this 
practice to be more rhetorically effective than misrepresentation, they do not sug-
gest an advantage over no reformulation, contrary to expectations. This may partly 
be explained by the fact that the messages reformulated the opponent’s arguments 
without attempting to directly refute them. Using terminology from persuasive com-
munication research, the messages in the accurate reformulation condition can be 
classified as nonrefutational two-sided messages (Jackson and Allen 1987; O’Keefe 
2016). Unlike one-sided contributions in the no reformulation condition, these mes-
sages acknowledged opposing arguments, but they did not contain a rebuttal aimed 
at showing the represented position to be defective. In this respect, the results are 
consistent with previous research, which found that nonrefutational twosided mes-
sages on nonadvertising issues do not differ in credibility and persuasiveness from 
one-sided messages (O’Keefe 1999).

Previous research on sidedness effects, however, found that refutational two-sided 
contributions resulted in significantly increased credibility and persuasiveness com-
pared to one-sided messages. It would therefore be valuable to explore whether the 
practice of accurate reformulation recommended by Dennett (2013) and Rapoport 
(1960, 1961) would be rhetorically advantageous when the opposing views are not 
only acknowledged but also directly refuted. A future line of inquiry would therefore 
be to test whether the effects on refutational two-sided messages observed in persua-
sive communication research extend to dialogical, argumentative exchanges such as 
those explored in this study.

Furthermore, participants in the experiments were third-person witnesses of argu-
mentative exchanges between other speakers, similarly to previous studies on the 
effectiveness of the straw man (see Aikin and Casey 2022, pp. 197–199). The rhe-
torical benefits of faithful reformulations theorized by Dennett (2013) and Rapoport 
(1960, 1961), however, pertain mostly to second-personal cases. Specifically, the 
authors contend that one of the effects of re-expressing an opponent’s position fairly 
and clearly is to convince the opponent that they have been understood, which in turn 
makes it more likely that they will be persuaded (Dennett 2013, p. 33; Rapoport 1961, 
p. 216). This points to the need for further research examining the second-person 
impact of faithful reformulation, i.e., its effects on participants who are themselves 
the target of the representation.

Future studies could then benefit from more closely exploring whether the detec-
tion of misrepresentation plays a role in how distortion affects persuasion. Previous 
research indicates that inclusion of a straw man can be rhetorically effective when 
participants are not prone to carefully process the message, which in turn suggests 
that the effectiveness of misrepresentation may be mediated by identification of the 
distortion (Bizer et al. 2009). While the results of the pre-test and main experiments 
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offer some indication of whether the misrepresentations were perceived as such by 
participants in this study, the absence of a detection measure in the main experiments 
meant it was not possible to test mediation effects. Incorporating such a measure 
could help determine whether misrepresentation positively impacts perceived cred-
ibility and persuasion when it goes unnoticed. However, it is important to consider 
the methodological challenges involved in embedding such a measure in the main 
experiments, as this may lead to demand effects or other participant reactions that 
affect responses to the outcome variable23 (Fayant et al. 2017; Hauser et al. 2018).

It should also be noted that, while the experiments did not show misrepresentation 
to have an immediate effect on persuasive outcomes, this should not be taken to mean 
that distorting the opposition may not have delayed effects that are outside the scope 
of this study24. As researchers concerned with the pragmatics of the straw man have 
pointed out (e.g., de Saussure 2018), the decision to distort an opponent’s position 
may, for instance, affect the unfolding of dialogue by putting the target in a defensive 
position, leading them to justify their contribution rather than provide supporting 
argumentation for their standpoint. Furthermore, this study has shown that speakers 
who distort the opposition pay a price in terms of perceived trustworthiness. This loss 
of credibility may, in turn, have delayed negative effects on persuasive outcomes, 
especially for subsequent arguments that rely on the credibility of the speaker. It 
would therefore be interesting to experimentally explore rhetorically relevant con-
sequences of misrepresentation that go beyond the scope of the exchange shown to 
participants in this study.

Another potential direction for future research is to investigate whether the find-
ings from this study generalize to persuasive messages on different topics. The exper-
imental material was confined to discussion contributions in the charitable giving 
context, and it would be valuable to learn whether the effects observed in the present 
research extend to argumentative exchanges on more polarizing topics that are more 
likely to involve ideologically motivated reasoning.
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