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Abstract: Intellectually humble behavior, like admitting when you are wrong, leads to better impression formation. However, online social
networks (OSNs) have changed the impression formation process. We investigated the impact of wrongness admission on impression formation
during an OSN argument. In four experiments (N = 679), participants witnessed a user engage in wrongness admission, refuse to admit, or not
respond, in an argument on a Facebook wall. Participants reported their impressions of whether they would be willing to interact with the (non)
admitting user. User reputation ratings and interaction intentions were higher in the admission (vs. nonadmission) condition. The latter effect
was mediated by user reputation ratings. Wrongness admission appears to have a positive impact on impression formation on OSNs.
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Arguments on online social networks (OSNs), such as
Facebook and Twitter, have become a part of everyday life
(Anderson et al., 2018; Neubaum et al., 2021). This is not
surprising because OSNs create a space for people to easily
express their opinions, which can encourage open dialog.
However, OSNs have also changed the impression for-
mation process (Walther & Whitty, 2021). Instead of
forming impressions based on face-to-face interactions,
OSNs allow people to look at people’s online behavior as
cues to their personalities (Utz, 2010). Furthermore,
people using OSNs often form impressions through pas-
sive observation (Qin et al., 2021). Therefore, an OSN
user’s behavior during an online argument might have an
impact on the impressions passive viewers form of the user
(Orben&Dunbar, 2017). One such behavior that can occur
during an online argument is a user’s response when they
discover that their viewpoint is factually wrong. With
potentially hundreds (or more, depending on their privacy
settings) of passive witnesses, the user can admit that they
are wrong or avoid doing so. Based on the literature of
impression formation on OSNs and intellectual humility,
the OSN user’s best course of action, here, is to publicly
admit that they are wrong. The current set of experiments
investigated whether this is indeed the case by testing

whether such wrongness admission during a Facebook ar-
gument impacts passive viewers’ impression formation.

Intellectual Humility and Wrongness
Admission

Intellectual humility is defined by Leary et al. (2017) as
“recognizing that a particular personal belief may be fal-
lible, accompanied by an attentiveness to limitations in the
evidentiary basis of that belief and to one’s own limitations
in obtaining and evaluating relevant information” (p. 793).
Those who score high on broad measures of intellectual
humility, based on this definition, are more agreeable and
open-minded (Leary et al., 2017). More recently, Porter
et al. (2021) refined intellectual humility by developing a
classification framework introducing different forms of
intellectual humility. This classification is based on
whether the intellectual humility is focused on the self or
others – that is, about one’s own or another person’s
beliefs – and whether it is internal or expressed – that is,
about self-reflective awareness and cognitions compared
to behavioral manifestations. In relation to the self/
expressed quadrant of their framework, these observable
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behaviors can be public or private. It is within public
component of the self/expressed quadrant of intellectual
humility that we locate a concept we call “wrongness
admission.”
Wrongness admission is a form of public attitude change

that involves expressing that one has changed a previously
held attitude or belief (Fetterman et al., 2019). In this
sense, wrongness admission is about recognizing and
publicly acknowledging that a belief is inaccurate.
Wrongness admission is not about being morally wrong or
about behavioral errors. Willingness to engage in wrong-
ness admission, as we define here, is positively correlated
with agreeableness, openness to experience, honesty/
humility, and emotional intelligence (Fetterman et al.,
2019). Furthermore, those who score high in intellectual
humility are more likely to engage in wrongness admission
during an argument (Rodriquez et al., 2019). Wrongness
admission, then, is an observable behavior that cues not
only intellectual humility but also positive interpersonal
traits (e.g., trustworthiness and friendliness).
If intellectual humility and wrongness admission, more

specifically, are cues to positive interpersonal traits, then
they should be reflected in observer reports of intellec-
tually humble people. Indeed, Meagher et al. (2021) found
that those who scored higher on intellectual humility, in
general, tended to be rated by interaction partners as more
agreeable and open-minded, less arrogant, and dominant,
and that interaction partners felt more satisfaction when
conversing with intellectually humble others (Meagher
et al., 2021). Based on this work, intellectual humility
appears to have a positive impact on impression formation,
notably due to its cue of positive interpersonal traits.
There has been relatively little work looking more

specifically at the impact of wrongness admission on
impression formation. There are two notable exceptions.
First, a study by Fetterman and Sassenberg (2015) had
published scientists read one of two scenarios. In one
scenario, after learning about a convincing failed repli-
cation of one of their research findings, a hypothetical
scientist admits that they were wrong about the finding. In
the other condition, the scientist refuses to admit that they
were wrong about the finding. The results indicated that
participants in the admission condition rated the target
scientist as more competent and trustworthy than par-
ticipants in the refuse condition. This was the first study to
suggest that wrongness admission has a positive impact on
impression formation.
In the second notable exception, John et al. (2019) in-

vestigated wrongness admission in business settings. They
had participants give an entrepreneurial pitch, during
which a panel contradicted some of the participants’
statements. The results showed that those who backed
down (i.e., wrongness admitters) were more likely to be

advanced to a final competition round and were rated as
more competent by observers. Furthermore, these com-
petence ratings impacted, in a positive way, whether the
observers wanted to hire the admitter or invest in their
ideas. Wrongness admission, again, appears to have a
positive impact on impression formation.
Intellectual humility and wrongness admission appear

to cue positive interpersonal traits for observers forming
impressions. Yet, OSNs are unique environments in which
people manage and form impressions (Walther &Whitty,
2021). Passive observers on OSNs form spontaneous im-
pressions, withoutmuch context, of strangers as they scroll
through their posts (Levordashka & Utz, 2017). Therefore,
it is important to understand how wrongness admission on
OSNs impacts impression formation.

Impression Formation on OSNs

Humans have an inherent need to form and maintain
relationships due to their incredibility social nature
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). To ensure a mutually bene-
ficial relationship, people rely on reputation to predict the
likely behavior of potential interaction partners, even on
OSNs (Tennie et al., 2010). To get a sense of someone’s
reputation, people make inferences about that person’s
personality (i.e., impression formation). People form im-
pressions of others along two fundamental dimensions:
communion and agency (Abele et al., 2016; Abele &
Wojciszke, 2014; Asch, 1946; Cuddy et al., 2008; Fiske
et al., 2007). The agency dimension includes traits related
to achievement and competence, while the communion
dimension includes social variables, such as trust and
friendliness. People often form impressions about these
traits quickly, sometimes within seconds, based on non-
verbal cues (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992), which are re-
markably accurate (Funder, 2012). However, given the rise
of OSNs, impression formation has changed and to some
extent moved online.
Since OSNs have become an everyday feature of most

people’s social lives (Seidman, 2013), much research has
focused on impression formation and management on
OSNs (Bacev-Giles & Haji, 2017). OSNs, however, have
changed impression formation. For example, much OSN-
based impression formation is passive in that the people
are not interacting with those for whom they are forming
impressions (Orben & Dunbar, 2017). Due to this lack
of interaction, according to the hyperpersonal model
(Walther &Whitty, 2021), people often form impressions
based on textual and pictorial information posted by users.
Of course, this material can be highly curated by the users
(Krämer & Winter, 2008). Therefore, according to the
warranting principle (Walther et al., 2009), viewers prefer
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information that is less subject to user manipulation. In-
deed, prior work shows that viewers form fewer positive
impressions from user-generated information, likely due
to the perceived untrustworthiness of this information
(Utz, 2010).

Prior work investigating impression formation on
OSNs has revealed specific traits and online behaviors
that lead to more positive impressions, or liking. Much of
this work has shown that communal behavior tends to
lead to the most positive impressions. For example,
Buffardi and Campbell (2008) found that self-promotion
led to narcissistic impressions, which was related to lower
ratings of communion. Furthermore, Stopfer et al. (2014)
found that communal and open-minded people were
more liked on OSNs. More recently, Qin et al. (2021)
found that positive self-disclosure on OSNs led to higher
ratings of trustworthiness and likeability. As noted,
viewers might not form as many positive impressions
from user-generated information (Utz, 2010). However,
the negative impact of user-generated information can be
overridden if the user engages in self-deprecation, a
cue of humility (Austin et al., 2021; Bareket-Bojmel
et al., 2016).

Overall, it seems that impression formation on OSNs is
common and spontaneous (Levordashka & Utz, 2017).
Although impression formation is different on OSNs than
offline situations (Walther &Whitty, 2021), these im-
pressions tend to be accurate (Stopfer et al., 2013). Fur-
thermore, people tend to form the most positive
impressions for those on OSNs who display communal,
open, and humble online behaviors. We noted above that
intellectual humility and wrongness admission tend to cue
such positive traits and lead to positive impressions offline.
Intellectual humility and wrongness admission could lead
to positive impression formation online as well.

Wrongness Admission on OSNs

Due to (a) the commonality in arguments on OSNs
(Anderson et al., 2018; Neubaum et al., 2021), (b) people’s
tendency to form spontaneous impressions of strangers
while passively scrolling through their posts (Levordashka
& Utz, 2017), and (c) the impact of passive judgments in
impression formation in general (Quadflieg & Penton-
Voak, 2017) and on OSNs (Waggoner et al., 2009), it
seems important to test how wrongness admission during
OSN arguments impacts the impression formation pro-
cess. In fact, Utz (2010), drawing from the Brunswik lens
model (Brunswik, 1956; Gigerenzer & Kurz, 2001), sug-
gests that the impressions formed from cues on OSNs
create a lens through which viewers make inferences
about individuals. Intellectually humble behaviors, such as

wrongness admission, appear to cue positive interpersonal
traits, which could shape a viewer’s lens of an online
wrongness admitter. This leads to our first hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Scores on user reputation will be
more positive for participants who witness a stranger
in an OSN argument engage in wrongness admission
than who witness a stranger refusing to admit.

Among the primary uses of OSNs is the forming of social
connections (Alhabash &Ma, 2017). Impression formation
serves the function of informing the viewer of whether
they should engage in future interactions with the target
(Gable & Reis, 2001). In the context of OSNs, people form
impressions with less contextual information than in face-
to-face interactions (Walther & Whitty, 2021). Since (a)
people are primarily looking for social connections and
thus forming impressions based on interpersonal traits on
OSNs (Tennie et al., 2010), (b) friendships often form
based on judgments of agreeableness (Harris & Vazire,
2016), and (c) wrongness admission appears related to
such traits, wrongness admission in an OSN argument
might be a cue to passive viewers that the user is someone
to interact with in the future. In fact, Hagá and Olson
(2017) found that people were more likely to want to in-
teract with people who displayed outward intellectual
humility, such as wrongness admission, due to their in-
creased perceptions of niceness. This leads to our second
and third hypotheses.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Participants who witness a
stranger in an OSN argument will indicate that they
are more willing to interact with the user in the future
if that user engages in wrongness admission com-
pared to a user who refuses to do so.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Participants who witness a
stranger in an OSN argument will indicate that they
are more willing to interact with the user in the future
if that user engages in wrongness admission com-
pared to a user who refuses to do so and this effect is
mediated through increases in positive impression
formation.

Current Experiments

Across four experiments, we tested our broad hypothesis
that wrongness admission on OSNs would have a positive
impact on impression formation. We focused all of our
experiments on Facebook. According to statista.com,
Facebook is still the most used OSN as of October 2021,
with 2.9 billion active users worldwide. Even so, the studies
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were run between 2014 and 2016, and during that time,
Facebook use was ubiquitous (Duggan & Smith, 2016).
We designed our OSN materials in a similar manner to

that of previous investigations investigating the impact of
minimal information on impression formation on OSNs
(e.g., Austin et al., 2021; Kaye et al., 2020) and based on
the idea that viewers tend to discredit user-curated OSN
profile information (Utz, 2010) and form strong impres-
sions when passively observing interactions (Quadflieg &
Penton-Voak, 2017). Therefore, we provided only the
textual information and removed all identifying charac-
teristics and profile information. For the impression for-
mation outcome measures, we created measure of general
reputation, which includes items that reflect communal
and competence traits, similar to that of previous inves-
tigations of impression formation on OSNs (e.g., Austin
et al., 2021; Bacev-Giles &Haji, 2017; Batenburg & Bartels,
2017). In all four experiments, participants read a staged
argument on a Facebook wall – a section of Facebook
that allows users to post information and engage in
discussion – between two users. The argument was fo-
cused on a made-up food additive and reflected common
themes of health food discourse on OSNs at the time of the
study (Munro et al., 2015) to increase realism. The dif-
ferences between the experiments are provided in Table 1.

Open Science Disclosures

The current experiments contain all but two studies that
we have conducted on the topic of wrongness admission
on Facebook. The two studies not included consisted of
undergraduate thesis projects that do not meet the stan-
dards of publishable research. The data from Experiment
2B included questionnaires relevant, but not related to the

current hypotheses. This questionnaire data, but not the data
we report here, were published in Fetterman et al. (2019).
We initially intended to measure general user reputa-

tion. However, as the project and our theorizing pro-
gressed, we thought that it might be more informative to
split the general reputation items into separate commu-
nion and competence scores. When we did so, the two
scores were highly positively correlated (all rs > .70).
Furthermore, a parallel analysis on the data from all four
experiments suggested that a single reputation factor was
most appropriate. Therefore, we returned to our original
general user reputation measure.
Beyond these disclosures, we report how we determined

our sample sizes, all data exclusions, all manipulations,
and all measures in the studies. We did not pre-register our
hypotheses. Data, code, and full materials are available on
the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/a4tpg/).

Experiment 1A and Experiment 1B

Method

Participants
In Experiment 1A, we recruited 100 participants on Am-
azon Mechanical Turk based on the assumption that 50
per cell would be sufficient. We removed participants who
did not accurately respond to an attention check or did not
complete the experiment. Of the participants who com-
pleted the task, 88 (41 female; Mage = 31.00, SDage = 7.84)
answered the attention check correctly and 91% indicated
that they use Facebook. For Experiment 1B, we performed
an incorrect a priori power analysis, based on which we
recruited 250 participants on Amazon Mechanical Turk.
Of those participants, 238 participants (100 female) ac-
curately responded to the attention check and 92% indi-
cated that they use Facebook. A sensitivity analysis
suggested that we had the power to detect a minimum
effect size of η2

1A = .08 and η2
1B = .04 when α = .05 (two-

tailed) and power = .80.

Materials and Procedures
Participants were randomly assigned to an admission or a
refuse (Experiment 1A and Experiment 1B) or a no-
response (Experiment 1B only) condition. After provid-
ing informed consent, participants read instructions and
said that we were interested in people’s responses to
Facebook arguments, that we had access to a corpus of
Facebook arguments, and that we would randomly select
one of the arguments for them to read. In reality, all
participants read the same argument. Only the final
post from the target user differed and served as the

Table 1. Breakdown of the differences across experiments and final
sample sizes

Experiment Conditions present Wording of condition Final N

Experiment 1a 1. Admission
2. No admission

Wording 1 88

Experiment 1b 1. Admission
2. No admission
3. No response

Wording 1 238

Experiment 2a 1. Admission
2. No admission
3. No response

Wording 2 171

Experiment 2b 1. Admission
2. No admission
3. No response

Wording 2 183

Note. Wording of condition = differences in the wording of the final post of
the target Facebook user based on feedback from participants.
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manipulation. Participants also read that they were to pay
close attention to Participant A, but that they should pay
attention to all users. They could not advance until 2
minutes had past.

The Argument
Participants read a screenshot of a fabricated argument
between two Facebook users. Two of us staged the ar-
gument on our own Facebook pages to increase realism.
To further increase realism, we examined real arguments
on OSNs and modeled the same argument tactics. For
example, the users called-out biases, utilized and called-out
logical fallacies, cited blogs as sources, and resorted to ad
hominem attacks. However, we preplanned the argument

such that, while there was room for debate, Participant B
clearly had the facts on their side and had the more
compelling argument. Participant B also cited scientific
papers, instead of blogs. We did this to avoid too many
participants thinking that the admitter was inappropriately
engaging in wrongness admission. We removed the
identities of the actors and labeled them Participant A and
Participant B. As Participant A was the focus of the ex-
periment, we highlighted their posts with a red border. See
Figure 1 for the full argument stimulus.

The final post by Participant A contained the manipu-
lation. In one (admission) condition, Participant A ended
the conversation by posting, “Thanks for the info and
conversation. I was wrong and you were right.” In the

Figure 1. Argument stimulus viewed by all participants in all experiments.
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other (refuse) condition, Participant A ended the con-
versation by posting, “Thanks for the info and conversa-
tion. I guess we agree to disagree.” Therefore, the only
thing that differed in the conditions was the second sen-
tence in the final post. In Experiment 1B, participants in the
no-response condition read, instead of a final post, “There
were no further responses by Participant A.”
We conducted a pilot study (N = 50) to confirm that

most people thought that Participant B was more correct.
Participants read a neutral (i.e., no final post) version of the
conversation and judged whether they thought Participant
A or B was correct. Indeed, 70.59% of participants agreed
that Participant B was correct. This was significantly dif-
ferent than 50%, t(48) = 3.20, p = .002, d = 0.90, indi-
cating that perceptions of correctness were not random.

User Reputation Ratings
Participants, in both studies, rated their agreement
(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) with 18 statements
about Participant A with items related to communion (e.g.,
“Participant A is a nice person”) and to competence (e.g.,
“Participant A has little education”). We reverse scored
the negatively worded items and averaged across all items
to create a user reputation score (1A: M = 3.06, SD = 0.77,
α = .94; 1B: M = 2.83, SD = 0.87, α = .94).

Interaction Intentions
To measure whether participants would be willing to in-
teract, online or offline, with the target user in the future
(i.e., testing Hypotheses 2a and 2b), participants indicated
their level of agreement (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly
agree) with four statements (e.g., “I would like to meet this
person”). We reverse scored the negatively worded items
and averaged across these items to create an interaction
intentions score (1A: M = 2.88, SD = 1.03, α = .84; 1B:
M = 2.81, SD = 0.87, α = .80).

Attention Check
To assess whether participants were aware of the admis-
sion or refusal (Study 1A and Study 1B) or no response
(Experiment 1B), we administered a memory test at the
end of the experiments. Participants indicated whether

Participant A engaged in wrongness admission. As noted,
we also used this memory test as an attention check to
exclude participants.

Results
We tested our hypotheses by conducting ANOVA with
Admission Condition as the independent variable and user
reputation and interaction intentions as the dependent
variables (for inferential statistics, see Table 2). In Ex-
periment 1A, there were significant Admission Condition
effects on user reputation ratings and interaction inten-
tions. Supporting Hypothesis 1, user reputation ratings
were significantly higher in the admission condition than
the refuse condition. SupportingHypothesis 2a, interaction
intentions were higher in the admission condition than the
refuse condition. To test Hypothesis 2b, we performed a
mediation analysis, with 10,000 bootstrapping samples,
and found a significant indirect effect of Admission
Condition on interaction intentions through user reputa-
tion ratings (see Table 4).
For Experiment 1B, failing to replicate Experiment 1A,

none of our hypotheses were supported.

Discussion and Experiment 2A and
Experiment 2B

Our hypotheses were supported in Experiment 1A. It ap-
pears that wrongness admission onOSNs serves as a cue of
communal and competence traits and leads observers to
be willing to interact with the wrongness admitting user.
However, we were unable to replicate these findings in
Experiment 1B. Importantly, however, wrongness admis-
sion did not lead to negative impression formation in this
experiment, as user reputation scores were descriptively
higher in admission condition than the nonadmission
conditions.
We were surprised that we did not find a significant

difference in user reputation ratings between the admis-
sion and nonadmission conditions in Experiment 1B.

Table 2. Effect of condition on impression formation and means and SDs by condition, Experiment 1A and Experiment 1B

Study (DF)

Experiment 1A (1, 87) Experiment 1B (2, 235)

F η2 90% CI M (SD)Admit

M (SD)

Refuse M (SD)NR F η2 90% CI M (SD)Admit

M (SD)

Refuse M (SD)NR

User reputation
ratings

6.10* .07 0.01, 0.17 3.28 (0.75) 2.88 (0.75) NA 2.12 0.02 0.00, 0.05 2.93 (0.71) 2.70 (0.71) 2.85 (0.73)

Interaction
intentions

8.69** .09 0.02, 0.20 3.22 (1.01) 2.59 (0.88) NA 0.63 0.01 0.00, 0.03 2.79 (0.86) 2.89 (0.85) 2.74 (0.92)

Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05. DF = Degrees of Freedom, NA = Not applicable, NR = no-response condition.
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Therefore, we reviewed the responses to an optional feed-
back question at the end of both experiments to determine
what, if anything, led to differences in the results. Notably,
some participants in Experiment 1B indicated that the
wrongness admission response of the user seemed sarcastic
and insincere. Therefore, in Experiment 2A and Experiment
2B, we edited the final post in the admission and refuse
conditions. Participants rated the politeness and sincerity of
the final post in Experiment 2A and Experiment 2B. These
ratings were well above the midpoint (>6.00 for politeness
and >5.50 for sincerity, both out of 7) in the admission
condition.We do not report further results with these ratings
as we cannot compare them to the participants’ reactions to
the final posts in the previous experiments and because the
ratings were in regard to the post, not the OSN user.

All of our experiments, including Experiment 2A, relied
on Amazon Mechanical Turk’s participant pool. While this
participant pool is more diverse and attentive (Buhrmester
et al., 2011), there are problems, too (Arechar et al., 2017).
Therefore, the purpose of Experiment 2B was to replicate
Experiment 2A in a nononline sample.

Method

Participants
We recruited 191 participants in Experiment 2A from
Amazon Mechanical Turk. Of the 191 participants, 171
participants (100 female) completed the experiment and
passed the attention check and 98% reported using Face-
book. For Experiment 2B, we created 226 slots via a psy-
chology department’s online SONA system. Participants
were undergraduates at a large university in the Southwest
United States. Of the 226 undergraduate students who
participated, 182 (116 female) completed the experiment
and passed the attention check and 85% reported using
Facebook. These sample sizes were determined by our
ability to recruit as close to 200 participants as possible.
According to a sensitivity analysis, we had the power to
detect a minimum effect size of η2 = .05 in both studies.

Materials and Procedures
The materials and procedures were nearly identical to
those of Experiment 1B. However, we modified the final
posts in the admission and refuse conditions. The final post

in the admission condition was as follows: “So, I read
through the sources you posted . . . The evidence is pretty
strong. I guess I am wrong and you are right on this.
Thanks for posting those links and thanks for the con-
versation!” The final post in the refuse condition was
identical except that the third sentence read, “I still think I
am right and you are wrong.”

We created scores for user reputation ratings (2A:
M = 2.99, SD = 0.70, α = .94; 2B: M = 3.03, SD = 0.61,
α = .92) and interaction intentions (2A:M = 2.93, SD = 0.86,
α = .77; 2B:M = 3.06, SD = 0.74, α = .69), as in the previous
experiments. Participants also responded to the same
attention check question, which we used to exclude par-
ticipants who were not paying attention.

Results

We tested our hypotheses by conducting ANOVAs with
Admission Condition as the independent variable and user
reputation ratings and interaction intentions as the de-
pendent variables (for inferential statistics, see Table 3). In
Experiment 2A, there were significant Admission Condi-
tion effects on user reputation ratings and interaction
intentions. To test whether this condition effect supported
Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 2a, we ran contrast analyses
comparing the admission condition to the two nonad-
mission conditions. Supporting Hypothesis 1, user repu-
tation ratings were significantly higher in the admission
condition than the two nonadmission conditions, b = 0.13,
t(168) = 3.81, p < .001. Supporting Hypothesis 2a, inter-
action intentions were significantly higher in the admis-
sion condition than the two nonadmission conditions,
b = 0.11, t(168) = 2.52, p = .013. To test Hypothesis 2b, we
performed a mediation analysis, with 10,000 boot-
strapping samples, with the admit condition contrast
coded as 1 and the nonadmit conditions as 0, and found a
significant indirect effect of Admission Condition on in-
teraction intentions through user reputation ratings (see
Table 4).

In Experiment 2B, there was a significant Admission
Condition effect on user reputation ratings, but not in-
teraction intentions. To test whether this condition effect
supported Hypothesis 1, we ran contrast analyses com-
paring the admission condition to the two nonadmission

Table 3. Effect of condition on impression formation and means and SDs by condition, Experiment 2A and Experiment 2B

Study (DF)

Experiment 2A (2, 168) Experiment 2B (2, 180)

F η2 90% CI M (SD)Admit M (SD)Refuse M (SD)NR F η2 90% CI M (SD)Admit M (SD)Refuse M (SD)NR

User reputation rating 8.21*** .09 0.03, 0.16 3.24 (0.71) 2.75 (.65) 2.92 (0.64) 5.32** 0.06 0.01, 0.11 3.17 (0.72) 3.05 (0.80) 2.95 (0.17)

Interaction intentions 3.45* .04 0.00, 0.09 3.14 (0.88) 2.86 (.83) 2.75 (0.82) 1.40 0.02 0.000, 0.051 3.04 (0.72) 2.95 (0.69) 3.05 (0.80)

Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05. NR = no-response condition.
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conditions. Supporting Hypothesis 1, user reputation rat-
ings were significantly higher in the admission condition
than the two nonadmission conditions, b = 0.09,
t(180) = 3.12, p = .002. To test Hypothesis 2b, we per-
formed a mediation analysis and found a significant in-
direct effect of Admission Condition on interaction
intentions through user reputation ratings (see Table 4).

Mini Meta-Analysis
Because there were variations in the materials, sample
sizes, and effect sizes across the experiments, we con-
ducted ameta-analysis of the effect of admission condition
compared to the nonadmission conditions on user repu-
tation scores and interaction intentions to get a truer es-
timate of the actual effect sizes. We used Goh et al.’s
(2016) mini meta-analytic strategy, in which we converted
the effect size estimates across studies to rs and then
calculated a weighted (by N) mean effect size. The meta-
analytic effect size was moderate for reputation, r = .20
(95% CI [.14, .26]), and small for interaction intentions,
r = .11 (90% CI [.05, .17]).

Discussion

Our hypotheses were partially supported in Experiment 2A
and Experiment 2B. Wrongness admission in an OSN ar-
gument served as a cue of communal and competence traits
and led observers to indicate a willingness to interact with
the admitting user. However, in Experiment 2B, there was
no direct impact of wrongness admission on interaction
intentions. Even so, wrongness admission on OSNs appears
to lead to positive impression formation outcomes.

General Discussion

With the ubiquitous use of OSNs and the growing presence
of arguments on these sites, it is important to understand
how online behavior in these online situations impacts
impression formation. Here, we investigated the impact of

a form of intellectual humility: wrongness admission. In
four studies, we found general support for our hypotheses.
Those who witnessed an OSN user engage in wrongness
admission rated that user as higher in communion and
competence traits compared witnessing a user not en-
gaging in wrongness admission, supporting Hypothesis 1.
Furthermore, we found that those in the wrongness ad-
mission condition were more likely to indicate interest in
interacting with the admitting user compared to those in
the nonadmission conditions, supporting Hypothesis 2a.
However, this latter effect was weaker, and all effects on
interaction intentions across experiments were likely due
to participants’ increased communion and competence
ratings of the user, supporting Hypothesis 2b.

Implications and Theoretical Considerations

It seems obvious that wrongness admission, as opposed to
refusing to admit, is a better strategy for those having ar-
guments and managing their impressions on OSNs. Intel-
lectual humility is considered a virtue (Chancellor &
Lyubomirsky, 2013; Roberts & Wood, 2007), and people
seem to like intellectually humble people (Meagher et al.,
2021). The results of Fetterman and Sassenberg (2015) and
John et al. (2019) suggest that people know that wrongness
admission is the best option. Yet, this behavior is not as
common as it should be. In fact, Fetterman et al. (2019) found
in a daily diary study that, when given a chance to admit, 43%
of participants refused to engage in wrongness admission.
When asked why they refuse to admit, most people indicate
impression management concerns (John et al., 2019).
If people are hesitant to engage in wrongness admission

in face-to-face situations, they may be even more hesitant
on OSNs, since many passive viewers can witness the
admission and OSNs are a place where people spend
considerable time managing their impressions (Krämer &
Winter, 2008; Lee & Jang, 2019; Ranzini & Hoek, 2017;
Seidman, 2013). Yet, our results suggest that, because
wrongness admission serves as a cue of communion and
competence, those who might refuse to engage in
wrongness admission during an OSN argument might be
making an impression management mistake. Wrongness

Table 4. Mediation analyses of condition effects on interaction intentions through user reputation ratings

Experiment A path B path C path C’ path 95% CI for the indirect effects

1A 0.26** 0.85*** 0.30** 0.09 0.09, 0.79

1B — — — — —

2A 0.28*** 0.79*** 0.19* �0.03 0.19, 0.62

2B 0.23** 0.55*** 0.11 �0.01 0.07, 0.34

Note. Standardized regression coefficients are depicted for each path (**p < .01; ***p < .001). A path = condition to mediator; B path = mediator to outcome; C
path = condition to outcome; C’ path = condition to outcome controlling for the mediator.

Social Psychology (2022), 53(1), 34–45© 2022 Hogrefe Publishing

A. K. Fetterman et al., Wrongness Admission on Social Media 41

Th
is

 d
oc

um
en

t i
s c

op
yr

ig
ht

ed
 b

y 
th

e A
m

er
ic

an
 P

sy
ch

ol
og

ic
al

 A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n 

or
 o

ne
 o

f i
ts

 a
lli

ed
 p

ub
lis

he
rs

.
Th

is
 a

rti
cl

e 
is

 in
te

nd
ed

 so
le

ly
 fo

r t
he

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
f t

he
 in

di
vi

du
al

 u
se

r a
nd

 is
 n

ot
 to

 b
e 

di
ss

em
in

at
ed

 b
ro

ad
ly

.



admission, in these situations, appears to improve the
impressions formed of users by passive viewers.

It is understandable that these findings might seem
counterintuitive to some, especially since the act of
wrongness admission is itself an admission of incompe-
tence. We suggest a similar mechanism for wrongness
admission that Brooks et al. (2015) suggested for advice
seeking. Wrongness admission serves as a cue of intellec-
tual humility, communion, and competence. Although the
admitter (like the advice seeker) is telling onlookers that
they have been incompetent in this instance, it suggests that
they are willing to work together and that they are com-
petent enough to recognize faulty knowledge and change it.
Because OSN users are seeking social connections
(Alhabash& Ma, 2017) and, perhaps, future friends (Bacev-
Giles & Haji, 2017), they are forming impressions online
(Tennie et al., 2010) with relatively little contextual infor-
mation (Walther & Whitty, 2021). Any behavior that serves
as a cue of these communal and competence traits should
lead to positive impression formation. Wrongness admis-
sion, as we have noted, is one such cue.

Wrongness admission on OSNs might be important for
reasons beyond impression formation and management,
however. As more people engage in debate on the in-
ternet, the more OSNs have an impact on behaviors and
the spread of misinformation (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017).
OSN-based debates do not shy away from controversial
and consequential topics such as politics, religion, or
other important societal issues (Anderson et al., 2018;
Neubaum et al., 2021), and these debates can be equally
frustrating and engaging (Wang & Silva, 2018). If people
avoid wrongness admission in these debates, there will
likely be no, or worse, resolution to these issues. It could
further affect the widening division in the world of pol-
itics (Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018) and inspire violent
reactions to false information – particularly for those who
become more extreme in their faulty beliefs instead of
engaging in wrongness admission (i.e., the Backfire Ef-
fect; Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). Further research is un-
derway to investigate ways to encourage wrongness
admission on OSNs.

Limitations and Future Directions

In the current experiments, we focused on internal, rather
than on external, validity. We wanted to limit the impact of
other information readily available on OSNs (e.g., profiles,
pictures, and demographics). This decision is in line with
prior research investigating the effects of minimal infor-
mation on OSNs (e.g., Austin et al., 2021; Kaye et al.,
2020). However, it limits the current investigation because
it is unclear how this extra information might impact

impression formation in relation to wrongness admission
on OSNs. For example, it could be that the identity of the
admitting user moderates the effects we found here in
some way. Future research is needed, which subtly adds in
information to the online stimuli to test this and other
hypotheses. Indeed, we consider the current investigation
as a launching point for much more research on the
outcomes of wrongness admission and intellectual hu-
mility on OSNs.

In a similar vein, our studies were limited to supposedly
real, but fake, topics and an argument between strangers.
This means that the participants did not have prior atti-
tudes toward the topic of conversation, nor the users. It is
likely that prior attitudes toward both affect the impres-
sions formed by passive viewers of OSN users who engage
in wrongness admission. For example, it may be that
Donald Trump engaging in wrongness admission on OSNs
is seen positively by his supporters and negatively by his
detractors – or vice versa, given the reactions to his late
2021 support of COVID-19 vaccinations. It may be that a
user engaging in wrongness admission about the benefits
of intermittent fasting is seen negatively by intermittent
fasters, but positively by nonfasters. Future research
should investigate these possibilities.

We presented mediation models suggesting that
wrongness admission (vs. nonadmission) led to better user
reputation ratings, which then related to interaction in-
tentions. From a theoretical perspective, this makes sense.
The purpose of impression formation is to determine who
one wants to interact with, even on OSNs (Tennie et al.,
2010). However, we did not test the full causal model, and
many have cast doubts on the type of cross-sectional
mediation analyses we conducted (e.g., Maxwell & Cole,
2007; Rohrer, 2018). Therefore, we suggest due caution in
interpreting these results, consider them preliminary, and
encourage further research investigating the full causal
chain.

Conclusion

People are wrong a lot and for a variety of reasons (Schulz,
2010). However, the ratio of instances of wrongness to
admissions is far from equal (Fetterman et al., 2019). It is
likely that people do not want to broadcast their incom-
petence on OSNs. However, wrongness admission on
OSNs not only allows people to change their attitudes to
become more factual (being competent) but also leads to
the formation of more positive impressions (appearing
communal and competent). Therefore, wrongness ad-
mission on OSNs appears to lead to better impression
formation outcomes than not admitting. At least, that is
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what we can conclude until someone provides evidence
that we are wrong. If such a time comes, we will never
admit it.
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