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We study the influence of argument sources on argument quality evaluations. Argument source refers to the person who present the argument. We ask whether partial, impartial and reluctant sources generate different evaluations of argument quality. We explore the source effect via a survey experiment where participants are asked to evaluate the quality of political arguments. Previous research on source partiality mainly concerns persuasion. The results from these studies suggest that source characteristics such as expertise and trustworthiness affect the persuasiveness of communication. Both impartial and reluctant sources have been observed to promote persuasion, whereas partial sources tend to hinder it. However, the evidence on the difference between impartial and reluctant sources are inconclusive, and research on argument quality evaluations is scarce. In our study, respondents are randomly allocated into four conditions according to who presents a political argument: Control (no argument source); Partial Source, Reluctant Source and Impartial Source. Our results show that overall impartial sources give rise to higher evaluations of argument quality in comparison to reluctant sources, but not in comparison to partial sources. Furthermore, reluctant sources are also perceived low in credibility.
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INTRODUCTION
It happened that a Fox caught its tail in a trap, and in struggling to release himself lost all of it but the stump. At first he was ashamed to show himself among his fellow foxes. But at last he determined to put a bolder face upon his misfortune, and summoned all the foxes to a general meeting to consider a proposal which he had to place before them. When they had assembled together the Fox proposed that they should all do away with their tails. He pointed out how inconvenient a tail was when they were pursued by their enemies, the dogs; how much it was in the way when they desired to sit down and hold a friendly conversation with one another. He failed to see any advantage in carrying about such a useless encumbrance. “That is all very well,” said one of the older foxes; “but I do not think you would have recommended us to dispense with our chief ornament if you had not happened to lose it yourself.”
Moral of Aesop’s Fable: “Distrust Interested Advice"
Assessment of arguments characterizes political communication–own arguments are typically praised as strong, whereas opponents’ arguments are claimed to be weak. Existing evidence suggests that lay people can distinguish strong arguments from weak ones (Hoeken et al., 2012, 2014), and also that strong arguments tend to be more persuasive than weak arguments (Johnson et al., 2004; Park et al., 2007). Argument sources may provide essential information that helps to evaluate arguments. Especially expertise and trustworthiness of the source can give important hints about the likelihood that the presented argument provides correct and relevant information. But how do citizens evaluate the quality of arguments that different types of sources present? Do these evaluations depend on the characteristics of the source? The ability to evaluate sources is likely to get more and more relevant because of a still increasing use of the internet and social media as sources for political information (Newman et al., 2020).
We study one aspect of the argument source, namely his or her partiality. We ask how impartial, partial and reluctant sources influence the evaluation of argument quality? To study this question, we conducted a survey experiment where respondents evaluated political arguments presented by different sources. Respondents were randomly assigned into experimental treatment conditions that varied the partiality of the source. We use two types of data, the first is collected form a representative pool of adult citizens, whereas the second is collected from university students. Our results suggest that the null hypothesis of no impact of the argument source can be rejected, even though the source effect varied depending on the specific argument. In our data, an impartial source generated higher evaluations of argument quality compared to reluctant sources, but not compared to partial sources. Source credibility was also linked to the source’s perceived partiality, and reluctant sources were deemed specifically uncredible.
FRAMEWORK FOR THE MESSAGE SOURCE EFFECT
Theoretical Background
We understand an argument as a statement that includes a claim and a justification for the claim. An argument is formulated to give support to the claim which is used either to establish a matter or to persuade others (Chittleborough and Newman 1993). Argument quality varies depending on the connection between the claim and its justification as well as on the content of the justification. We study how lay people evaluate argument quality. Moreover, we define argument source as a person who presents an argument. The source can be characterized by several criteria, for example, expertise, trustworthiness, attractiveness, power, status or similarity. Our interest lies in the partiality of the source, but we will also measure source credibility, i.e. the combination of expertise and trustworthiness.
An impartial, or unbiased, source advocates a policy that does not promote his or her vested interests, and neither is against them, i.e., he or she is not a stakeholder in the issue. Stakeholders’ interests, on the other hand, are influenced by proposed policies, which can be either in accordance with or in conflict with stakeholders’ interests. We call stakeholders who present arguments that serve their own interests partial, and stakeholders who present arguments that are in conflict with their interests reluctant. It is noteworthy that while we can conceptually categorize sources according to their partiality, empirically differences in partiality are better characterized as ends in a continuum. It should also be noted that we use impartial as a synonym of unbiased. A partial source is the same as biased, but a reluctant source is harder to characterize with these terms because he or she testifies against his or hers own biased interests.
Partiality is closely connected to source credibility which has two dimensions, expertise and trustworthiness (O’Keefe, 2002; Pornpitakpan, 2004; Lee, 2005). Expertise refers to the source’s likelihood of knowing what is true, whereas trustworthiness refers to the source’s motivation for telling the truth. Expertise thereby means an ability to provide correct information, whereas trustworthiness means an intention to do so. We may hold a doctor a competent source of messages that concern health, and thereby an expert, but if the doctor has been caught for lying in the past, we may question his or her trustworthiness. Source credibility is likely to be associated to source partiality. Compared to a partial source, an impartial source is likely to be seen more credible because of a lack of self-interested reasons to deliver a message. A reluctant source does not have self-interested reasons to deliver a message but he or she may give rise to suspicion about the true motives for delivering the message. We will also study the association between partiality and credibility.
The widely used elaboration likelihood model (ELM) (Petty and Cacioppo, 1984, 1986), provides an interpretation of why sources might influence argument evaluations. While an influential model, ELM, as well as other dual process models (Chaiken and Maheswaran, 1994; Lee, 2005), have also been questioned (Kruglanski and Thompson, 1999; Kruglanski et al., 2006). However, we are not mainly interested in finding evidence for or against ELM but rather present it as a framework for understanding why message sources may influence message evaluations. ELM states that variation in the success of persuasion depends on the likelihood that a receiver of a message will go through a thoughtful processing of information. ELM distinguishes two routes individuals can take when they evaluate messages. The central route is characterized by extensive and effortful information processing with the aim of uncovering the central merits of the message. The peripheral route, in turn, is governed by non-issue-relevant concerns, also called persuasion cues or cognitive short cuts. The two routes should not be understood as mutually exclusive but rather two ends of a continuum, which may also influence message evaluation simultaneously (Benoit and Kennedy, 1999).
Which one of the routes has more influence on message evaluation depends on issue involvement. When a decision-maker conceives an issue as important, he or she is likely to reflect more carefully on the issue and invest more resources to the evaluation of the content of the message. With low issue involvement less resources are invested, and heuristic cues are more likely to influence evaluation. In addition to issue involvement, a decision-maker’s ability to evaluate the message, e.g., cognitive sophistication, distraction, and time constraints, may influence which type of processing is used (Petty and Cacioppo, 1984; Lee, 2005).
According to ELM, message source characteristics, such as likeability, attractiveness, similarity, credibility, and partiality, can serve as cues about the quality of the message. In other words, when people are unable or unmotivated to thoughtfully consider the strengths and weaknesses of a message, they tend to rely on heuristic cues such as source characteristics. When people are motivated for a thorough evaluation, on the other hand, messages that contain arguments that are high in quality tend to be more persuasive than weak ones.
Existing Evidence on the Message Source Influence
A majority of studies on the influence of the message source focus on persuasion, i.e., generation of attitudes or choices that are congruent with the message content. Most studies on persuasion examine the effects of source credibility, or one of its dimensions, expertise or trustworthiness. A rather robust observation is that source credibility induces persuasion (Chebat et al., 1990; Clark et al., 2012; Hawkins et al., 2019; Hovland and Weiss, 1951; Kim and Benbasat, 2009; López and Sicilia, 2014; Petty et al., 1981; Pornpitakpan, 2004; Smith et al., 2005; Tormala et al., 2006). Beyond persuasion, source expertise has been observed to increase perceived information quality (Yi et al., 2013); and source trustworthiness to generate higher evaluations of argument quality (Hahn et al., 2009); as well as belief in conditional premises (Wolf et al., 2012). There is also evidence that certain factors tend to moderate the influence of source credibility. These factors include source’s similarity with the recipient, argument strength, and congruence with the source’s self-interest or with the subject’s attitudes (Clark et al., 2012; Kim and Benbasat, 2009; Pornpitakpan, 2004; Tormala et al., 2006). These studies suggest that, in accordance with ELM, a motivation to carefully scrutinize a message may reduce the influence of the source (Petty et al., 1981; Petty and Cacioppo, 1984). However, support for ELM is not robust in this respect because in some studies involvement has not moderated the effect of the source (Chebat et al., 1990).
With regards to source partiality, the rudimentary assumption is that partial sources are less persuasive than impartial and reluctant sources because people realize that self-interest may motivate partial sources to deliver the message. This assumption has got wide empirical support: partial sources are inferior in their power to persuade compared to both impartial and reluctant sources (Benoit and Kennedy, 1999; Kim and Benbasat, 2009; McPeek and Edwards, 1975; Noteberg et al., 2003; Walster et al., 1966).1 Following the same logic, reluctant sources should be even more persuasive than impartial sources because they deliver a message that is against their self-interest, and should not have private motivations to deliver the message. However, existing evidence fails to detect a significant difference between reluctant and impartial sources regarding their effect on persuasion (Benoit and Kennedy, 1999). A similar pattern is observed regarding the credibility of partial, impartial and reluctant sources. Evidence on the inferiority of partial sources is rather robust (Arnold and McCroskey, 1967; Anderson, 1970; Benoit and Kennedy, 1999; Callison, 2004), but the difference between impartial and reluctant sources is ambiguous. Sometimes impartial testimony produces higher credibility ratings than reluctant testimony (Arnold and McCroskey, 1967; McCroskey, 1969; Stubb and Colliander, 2019), whereas one study observes no difference between impartial and reluctant sources concerning trustworthiness (Benoit and Kennedy, 1999). An overall conclusion on the influence of source partiality seems to be that both impartial and reluctant sources outperform partial sources in terms of persuasion and credibility, whereas there is no robust evidence concerning the difference between reluctant and impartial sources regarding their persuasiveness nor credibility.
Regarding lay peoples’ evaluations of argument quality, evidence shows that lay people are able to distinguish high and low quality arguments (Hoeken et al., 2012, 2014), and that high quality arguments are more persuasive than low quality arguments (a review of results in Hoeken et al., 2012; Park et al., 2007). Hoeken et al., 2012, Hoeken et al., 2014 also demonstrate that arguments presented by sources with vested interests in the issue, i.e., partial sources, are less convincing than sources with no vested interests, i.e., impartial sources. Moreover, Birnbaum and Mellers (1983) show that impartial and expert sources have more influence on belief revision compared to non-expert and partial sources.
We build in particular on Benoit and Kennedy (1999) who compare the persuasiveness of partial, impartial and reluctant sources in political communication, and on Hoeken et al. (2012), Hoeken et al. (2014) who study argument quality evaluations and compare partial and impartial sources. We study how argument quality evaluations depend on the source who presents the argument, whether he or she is partial, impartial or reluctant. We test arguments that make policy proposals typical of political communication taking place in different fora.
We focus on argument quality evaluations because lay people’s ability to evaluate argument quality is becoming more and more important in today’s political communication where information is often coming from rather unreliable sources. For many people, social media is an important channel to get information about politics, and despite some fact checking, a major part of information in the social media goes unchecked. It is therefore important that people can critically evaluate message contents, message sources and the connection between the message and the source, which may deliver important information about the quality of the message. In political communication, the ultimate interest often lies in the ability of arguments to persuade people. It is possible that sources influence persuasion via argument quality evaluations. However, there is also evidence that consistency between the source and argument quality may influence how carefully people scrutinize arguments, which may in turn influence persuasion (Ziegler et al., 2002). A dishonest expert source is likely to generate a more thorough evaluation of argument content than an honest expert source because of the inconsistency between source characteristics in the first case. We leave to future research to examine the influence of the source and argument quality on political persuasion and focus here only on the connection between a source and evaluated argument quality.
To summarize, with respect to existing literature our contribution lies in comparing the influence of sources representing each of the three partiality types. Moreover, we study a range of arguments that make a policy proposal, and a range of sources, which both increase the generalizability of our results. In addition to student data we use population-based data to increase the generalizability of our results.
Hypotheses
Based on ELM and existing empirical evidence we expect that the partiality of the source will influence the evaluations of argument quality. Existing evidence concerning partial sources is rather robust: both impartial and reluctant sources are more persuasive than partial sources, and argument quality is rated higher when an impartial rather than a partial source presents the argument. Existing evidence regarding the difference between impartial and reluctant sources is more ambiguous. In theory, if partial sources lack influence because they testify according to their self-interest, reluctant sources should be most influential because they testify against their self-interest. Testifying against own interests could be conceived as an indication that the presented message is correct because of a lack of other motivations to deliver the message, in fact, the source has a motivation not to deliver the message. However, existing empirical evidence suggest that reluctant sources are not particularly effective in persuasion. Reluctant sources can give rise to doubt or uncertainty because they are perceived untrustworthy or surprising (Briñol and Petty 2009). This may influence argument quality evaluations directly, but it is also possible that inconsistency between the argument and the source generates a more thorough scrutiny of the argument (Ziegler et al., 2002). In the latter case, argument quality evaluations would be more likely to be influenced by the content of the argument, indicating a smaller effect of the argument source.
We formulate our first hypothesis on the basis of the robust evidence on partial sources in terms of persuasion. Regarding the difference between impartial and reluctant sources, evidence is mixed. However, since there is evidence that impartial sources are perceived more credible than reluctant sources, and since reluctant sources may give rise to doubt and uncertainty, we assume that impartial sources also generate higher evaluations of argument quality compared to reluctant sources.
H1 Impartial sources give rise to higher argument quality evaluations compared to partial and reluctant sources.
While evidence on the predictive power of ELM is not unambiguous and alternative models have been presented, we formulate a hypothesis on the moderating effect of issue involvement. In other words, when an issue is important for a respondent, he or she tends to scrutinize argument content carefully. In that case the relevant aspects of the argument, that is, argument content should mainly influence argument quality evaluations, instead of more irrelevant cues such as argument source.
H2 The argument source effect interacts with issue involvement so that when issue involvement is high, sources do not influence argument quality evaluations.
Following Benoit and Kennedy (1999), we assume that the influence of the source partiality goes via credibility. On one hand, existing evidence shows rather unequivocally that presenting an argument that serves one’s own interests is likely to undermine the source’s perceived credibility, whereas impartial sources are seen credible. On the other hand, evidence on the perceived credibility of reluctant sources seems inconclusive. According to Benoit and Kennedy (1999), argumentation theory conceives reluctant sources most credible because they cannot be motivated by self-interest, whereas social science literature conceives impartial sources most credible. We see it likely that if the characteristics of the source and the message he or she delivers are highly incompatible, e.g., an animal rights activist promoting fur production or a company manager promoting higher taxes on business profits, people may experience doubt, surprise and related cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957). Dissonance occurs because the source is presenting an argument he or she is not expected to present. Based on previous empirical results on source credibility and potential cognitive dissonance related to reluctant sources, we formulate hypothesis H3. It is noteworthy that concerning reluctant sources our expectation is again more tentative.
H3 Impartial sources are evaluated as more credible compared to partial or reluctant sources.
We do not have specific assumptions about the control condition with no argument source, but we pose a research question on the difference between evaluations of argument quality when an argument source is mentioned compared to when it is not.
MATERIALS AND METHOD
We conducted a survey experiment to test our hypotheses. In the experiment, participants filled in surveys where they first evaluated the quality of two arguments and thereafter responded to a set of questions related to the argument source. Participants were randomly allocated into conditions that varied the description of the person who presented the argument.
Participants
We use two separate data sets.2 The first is based on a representative sample of Finns (n = 1,600) who filled in the survey online in June 2018.3 The sample was representative in terms of age, gender and residential area, and it was based on a panel of respondents. In this sample, a half of respondents (n = 800) evaluated arguments A1 and A2, and another half (n = 800) evaluated arguments A3 and A4.4 To get a larger variance of argument source types, we collected another data based on a sample of students (n = 225) who participated in an unrelated choice experiment in a decision-making laboratory at the (University of Turku, Finland) in September 2018.5 After completing incentivized choice tasks, participants filled in the argument evaluation survey. Student participants were recruited through an existing panel of volunteers maintained for the recruitment of choice experiment participants. Student participants evaluated arguments 5–6. This yields three different surveys: the first contained arguments 1–2; the second arguments 3–4; and the third arguments 5–6.
Design and Experimental Procedures
We administered the three treatment conditions and a control in the representative sample. To get more observations per condition, the control condition was not administered in the student data. In the Control condition, arguments were presented without an argument source. In the impartial source condition, the argument source was impartial with respect to the presented argument. In the partial source condition, the source presented an argument that was in accordance with the interests of the source, and in the reluctant source condition the source presented an argument that was against his or her interests.
We formulated five different arguments that include a policy proposal and its justification.6 The arguments covered the following topics: protection against employee dismissals, wind power, income distribution, policies to restrict the number of wolves, and refugee policies. All arguments concern topics that have been widely debated in Finland. For example, wolf policies, which directly concern only a limited number of people in certain rural areas, have been regularly covered in the media. All arguments are roughly equal in length, they are not too difficult to understand, e.g., they do not contain difficult terms, and each provides only one justification for the policy proposal. Providing only one justification indicates that the arguments are not particularly strong. Argument sources varied in terms of their connection to the presented argument so that the promoted policy either served the interests of the source (partial sources), were against them (reluctant sources), or the interests of the source were not affected (impartial sources). To create these types, we varied things such as sources’ occupation, party affiliation and income level. The gender of the source was not revealed. The arguments and their partial, impartial and reluctant sources are presented in Table 1.
TABLE 1 | The arguments and partial, impartial and reluctant sources.
[image: Table 1]We had several goals in formulating the argument-source pairs. We tried to formulate arguments that are typically presented in political communication and are topical in Finnish political discussion and we connected arguments to sources that could realistically present the argument. For example, an environmentalist is not likely to argue against the use of wind power, and if she does, in addition to being a reluctant source, she would also be a highly unrealistic person to make such a claim. To avoid highly unrealistic sources, we varied the expertise of the source along with partiality in three cases. In arguments A1, A2 and A4, the professional expertise of the source was not held constant, whereas in arguments A3, A5 and A6 it was. In the case of A3, sources were described as persons, whereas in the case of A5 and A6 sources were described as members of the parliament. Partiality was varied by describing the income level of the source (A3), or his or her party affiliation (A5 and A6). Members of parliament represent four parties: the Finns Party is a right-wing anti-immigration populist party, the National Coalition Party is a center-right urban party, the Green League is an environmentalist party, and the Centre Party is a center-right rural party. The support of these parties varied between 11.5 and 17.7 percent in the 2019 general election in Finland, and they are among the six biggest parties in the parliament.
Materials
The survey started with the following instruction: “Imagine that the (argument source) represents the following claim”. The argument was then presented, and respondents were instructed to “Present your evaluation on how qualified people in general would perceive the argument. Give your answer on a scale from zero to ten where zero means not at all qualified and ten means extremely qualified”.7 Instead of asking respondents’ personal evaluation of argument quality, we used the third party judgement to decrease the influence of participants’ personal opinions, that would most likely influence their judgements (Dillard et al., 2007; Hahn et al., 2009). Hahn et al. (2009) point out that third party judgements are appropriate for studying normative evaluations such as the quality of arguments. We were motivated to decrease the influence of respondents’ personal views on the matter, which they are highly likely to hold over widely discussed political topics. Third party judgement was not used regarding source characteristics because respondents cannot have pre-existing opinions on the sources. However, it is noteworthy that third party judgement of arguments may produce different evaluations of what people personally find convincing (Hahn et al., 2009). Since we are not investigating which types of arguments people consider strong but rather investigating how argument sources may influence their evaluations, third party judgement seems justified. It is more likely to expose argument source effects when strong pre-exiting attitudes do not determine argument quality evaluations. The control condition asked respondents to “Imagine that the following statement is presented to you”.
After argument evaluations, a manipulation check question: “Who represented the (argument)?” was presented to measure whether respondents remembered the argument source in a multiple-choice task. This question was followed by an item on the perceived self-interest congruence between the argument and the source: “What is your evaluation of the connection between the argument on (argument topic) and its source, is the argument against or in accordance with the interests of the source?“; source trustworthiness: “How trustworthy do you perceive the source of the argument on (argument topic)”; and source expertise “How high in expertise do you perceive the source of the argument on (argument topic)”. Issue involvement was measured by two items “How interested are you in (argument topic)”, and “How well do you know (argument topic)”. These questions were asked separately on each of the two arguments the respondent rated. The survey continued with respondent’s own opinion on the topic of the argument, two personality measures (only in the representative sample), party affiliation, questions related to social trust, political trust, political efficacy and political interest, as well as background variables. Each item was measured on a scale from zero to ten. Going backward in the survey was not possible, and both surveys included 29 items in total.8
RESULTS
Table 2 presents the shares of correct answers to the manipulation check question in each treatment condition and for each argument A1–A6. Table 2 shows that well over half of the subjects remembered the sources in 16 out of 18 cases when the respondents were exposed to a partial, reluctant or an impartial source. The two exceptions were found for argument A1 where only 36 percent of the respondents remembered the reluctant and impartial sources. For arguments A1–A4 no source was not remembered very well.
TABLE 2 | Share of respondents who remembered the argument source (%).
[image: Table 2]We also tested the strength of our manipulation by asking respondents how they perceived the partiality of the argument source. The scale was from zero to ten, ten being most partial. Table 3 presents means of the perceived partiality of the sources in the three treatment conditions. The treatment worked rather well in this respect. In all cases, partial sources get highest means, impartial sources are in the middle, and reluctant sources get lowest mean scores. However, it is noteworthy that in the case of A5 and A6, the difference between the mean scores of partial and impartial sources are not statistically significant. This can be due to the perceived ideological similarity of the two partial sources (A5: the Finns Party and A6: the Centre Party) to the impartial source (A5 and A6: National Coalition Party). Respondents lean towards partiality in their answers, i.e., impartial sources are somewhat above the theoretical midpoint at five.
TABLE 3 | Perceived partiality of the source.
[image: Table 3]To study the influence of the treatments on perceived argument quality, we conducted multilevel regression analyses. The reference category for the treatment effect was the impartial source. Independent variables included the treatment conditions, source credibility, issue involvement and party affiliation. Since we did not hold the professional expertise of the source constant in A1, A2 and A4, and since both expertise and trustworthiness are likely to influence argument quality evaluations, we controlled their combination in the regressions. For the regression model, we therefore created a sum variable credibility which combines source expertise and trustworthiness. These two items correlate strongly: Cronbach’s alpha is across A1–A6 over 0.84. Issue involvement is a sum variable of being interested in and having knowledge on the topic (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.72). Further, since respondents’ party preferences are likely to influence their argument quality evaluations, and since argument sources were MPs in the case of A5 and A6, we also controlled for respondents’ party preferences.
The results of our survey experiments are reported as average marginal effects. We have different models for the representative sample data (Figure 1) and student data (Figure 2). The detailed numerical estimates are presented in the Appendix (Supplementary Appendix Tables SA2, SA3). First, we used a pooled estimate based on the multilevel model as each participant (level 2) was exposed to two arguments (level 1). We also accounted for the possibility that the treatment effects might differ according to type of issue by interacting type of source with type of issue.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Marginal effects based on the estimated multilevel model using representative sample data.
[image: Figure 2]FIGURE 2 | Marginal effects based on the estimated multilevel model using student data.
The regression results provide partial support to H1 (impartial sources give rise to higher argument quality evaluations compared to partial and reluctant sources) as an impartial source generates higher argument quality in a portion of the treatment conditions. The pooled estimates for reluctant source (versus impartial source) are both significantly different from zero. An impartial source increases perceived argument quality by 0.45 and 0.52 points compared to a reluctant source. In addition to these pooled estimates, the individual estimates based on interaction models show that for three of the six issues receiving information from a reluctant source leads to lower perceived argument quality. On the other hand, the two pooled estimates for partial source (versus impartial source) are not significantly different from zero. Getting information from an impartial source rather than a partial source produces significantly higher perceived argument quality for only one of six issues (i.e., the issue of refugees in the student data).9
To test H2 (high issue involvement alleviates the argument source effect) we interacted issue involvement with the treatment conditions. Models 3 in Supplementary Appendix Tables SA2, SA3 in Appendix show that these interaction terms are not statistically significant in any of the cases A1–A6. In other words, issue involvement did not moderate the source partiality effect. Issue involvement did have a direct effect on argument quality evaluations (see models 1 and 2).
To test H3 (impartial sources are evaluated as more credible compared to partial or reluctant sources) we analyzed the connection between perceived source partiality and perceived credibility. Perceived source partiality refers to the respondents’ subjective views about how partial the source was. It was measured on a 0–10 scale where 0 indicates that the source was perceived as highly reluctant and 10 that the source was perceived as highly partial. Respondents who perceived the source to be impartial should be more likely to provide responses in the middle of the scale. This implies a curvilinear association of source partiality on source credibility. In two of the six cases (A1 and A5) the highest level of perceived credibility was found in the middle of the continuum of the perceived partiality scale (see Figures 3, 4). However, Figures 3, 4 demonstrate that reluctant sources were deemed to be of very low credibility which is in line with our observation that also the arguments they present are evaluated as low in quality. H3 therefore received partial support.
[image: Figure 3]FIGURE 3 | Quadratic regression curves predicting the relationship between perceived source partiality and perceived source credibility.
[image: Figure 4]FIGURE 4 | Quadratic regression curves predicting the relationship between perceived source partiality and perceived source credibility.
DISCUSSION
We conducted a survey experiment to study the influence of source partiality on the evaluation of argument quality. We tested different types of arguments containing a policy proposal and a partial, an impartial or a reluctant source who presented the argument. Our main observation was that argument sources had an influence on the argument quality evaluations. When a statistically significant effect was detected, it was impartial sources that produced higher quality scores compared to reluctant sources. Impartial sources outperformed partial sources in only one case, otherwise the difference between impartial and partial sources were not statistically significant.
Our results replicate earlier studies’ observations that a certain argument can be evaluated differently depending on who presents the argument. We show that this result holds for different types of politically relevant arguments and among a representative pool of respondents. Moreover, our results give further support for the inferiority of reluctant sources compared to impartial sources, but we fail to detect a statistically significant difference between impartial and partial sources in most cases. Compared to evidence on persuasion, this result is somewhat puzzling. It may depend on the particular sources we used, but certain limitations in our design can also be pointed out. It is possible that we provided insufficient information on the sources which influenced participants’ reactions. In the case of partial sources, a seemingly self-interested argumentation may have confused respondents, whereas in the case of reluctant sources, a seemingly irrational argumentation may have confused them. In both cases, respondents may have suspected that there were other reasons, not exposed to them, for the sources to endorse those policies they did. This may have created cognitive dissonance which influenced argument quality evaluations. Impartial sources do not give rise to similar suspicion, which may partly explain why they generate higher argument quality evaluations. Furthermore, we also conceive it possible that in the case of political arguments, partial sources are seen to possess issue ownership (Budge and Farlie 1983), which leads respondents to believe that they also present good arguments. Future research should examine the impact of giving more information about the sources as well as the impact of issue ownership. Moreover, it is likely that participants’ evaluation of arguments that contain policy proposals are affected by their personal opinions on these policy issues. While we asked them to use a third person perspective, it is possible that participants’ own opinions have influenced their evaluations. Future research could test proposals not related to policy issues to attenuate the impact of participants’ own opinions. Alternatively, respondents’ opinions could be measured before argument evaluations to control for the effect of participants’ own opinions.10
Another observation worth future research is that when no sources were linked to arguments, evaluations of argument quality were similar to those we observed with impartial sources. The reason may be that no source is parallel to an impartial source in the sense that neither of them suggests potentially biased reasons to represent the argument.
We do not find clear evidence that the arguments impartial sources present would be valued because the impartial sources are perceived most credible. In our data, the impartiality of the source gave rise to highest credibility ratings in only two out of six cases. However, our analysis also demonstrates that reluctant sources are not perceived high in credibility. Finally, we did not detect evidence on the influence of issue involvement, in other words, the impact of the argument source is not bigger for those with lower issue involvement.
What are the implications of our results to political communication? In terms of political rhetoric, our observations do not give support to the view that one should emphasize that certain policies are promoted even though they are against the interests of the speaker. Regarding citizens, it seems reassuring that it is the impartial sources that people tend to value. With a growing demand for the ability to critically evaluate internet and social media content, it may also a be a good sign that reluctant sources do not generate high argument quality evaluations, in particular if it indicates that people critically ask themselves, why is the source presenting an argument that is clearly against his or her interests.
It is noteworthy that the arguments we tested are all relatively simple and not particularly strong. It is indeed possible that sources influence quality evaluations only when arguments are rather weak. Future research should test the interaction of the source with the quality of the argument. Is it so that sources influence argument ratings only when arguments are rather weak? Furthermore, the possibility that reluctant sources give rise to a more thorough consideration of the quality of the argument should also be further scrutinized.
In political communication, arguments are seldom presented in isolation of preceding communication and a wider context. It would therefore be interesting to test whether arguments embedded in vignettes describing the wider context where arguments are presented would influence quality ratings.
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FOOTNOTES
1We use terms partial, reluctant and impartial, whereas the referred studies do not necessarily use the same terms. For example, biased is commonly used instead of partial, and impartial can be unbiased, objective or neutral.
2Both data sets are available from the authors upon request and the representative sample data is also available from the Finnish Social Science Data Archive (Data FSD3587, https://www.fsd.tuni.fi/en/).
3A private company with expertise in survey research conducted the survey.
4Supplementary Appendix Table SA1 in Appendix presents the respondents of the representative sample in each treatment condition according to gender and age. Differences between treatment conditions were not statistically significant regarding gender (A1 and A2: χ2 = 2.083, p = 0.555; A3 and A4: χ2 = 1.7350, p = 0.629) and age (A1 and A2: F = 0.46, p = 0.7092; A3 and A4: F = 0.06, p = 0.9798).
5The student data set includes graduate and postgraduate students, 74 percent of the respondents were female (corresponds roughly to the share of female students at Finnish universities), the average age was 28.7 years, and respondents represented a variety of disciplines. Differences between treatment conditions were not statistically significant regarding gender (A5 and A6: χ2 = 3.6691, p = 0.160) and age (A5 and A6: F = 0.08, p = 0.9251).
6We pretested eight arguments with two sets of student respondents (n = 162 and n = 40). The pretest evaluated variation in argument quality evaluations, perceived source partiality and remembering the argument source. On the basis of the pretest, we rejected five arguments because they did not work well according to one of these criteria. We selected three arguments that worked well in the pretest and formulated two novel arguments based on the pretest results to be used in the actual experiment. The two new arguments were not pretested.
7The Finnish word “pätevä” is translated here as “qualified”. Other possible translations are valid, adept, or adequate.
8An English translation of the survey is available from the authors.
9We also ran regressions predicting argument quality evaluations with the no source treatment condition as one of the predictors in the representative sample data. The estimates are available from the authors on request. In these regressions, the control variable perceived source credibility had to be excluded because the respondents in the no source condition were not asked to evaluate how credible the source was. The results showed that no source produced similar argument quality evaluations as the impartial source condition. In all but one case was there a statistically significant difference: in the case of A4 no source generated higher evaluations of argument quality compared to impartial source.
10We are grateful for an anonymous referee for pointing out several possibilities for future research.
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Arguments and sources in the representative sample data

Argument 1: Protection of employees against dismissal should be decreased in
companies with less than 20 employees, because it would reduce the economic
risks of these companies

Partial source: Owner of a small company

Impartial source: Employee of a large company

Reluctant source: Employee of a small company

Argument 2: More wind plants must be buit because increasing the use of
renewable energy sources is an effective way to curb ciimate change
Partial source: CEO of a company buiding wind plants

Impartal source: A childless middle-aged person

Reluctant source: A person living close to a loud windmill farm

Argument 3: The government should take measures to reduce differences inincome
levels because low income disparities increase everybody's well-being

Partial source: A person with low income

Impartial source: A person with medium income

Reluctant source: A person with high income

Argument 4: The number of shooting licenses for wolves should be increased,
because it would strengthen the sense of secuity of the people fiing near areas with
a high number of wolves

Partial source: A person living close to a wolf pack

Impartial source: A person living in a town

Reluctant source: A member of a wildife conservation NGO

Arguments and sources in the student data

Argument 5: Finland cannot receive an unlimited number of asylum seekers becauise
sufficient integration services must be ensured for everyone

Partial source: MP of the Finns Party

Impartal source: MP of the National Coalition Party

Reluctant source: MP of the Green league

Argument 6: The number of shooting licenses for wolves should be increased
because it would strengthen the sense of security of people living near areas with a
high number of wolves

Partial source: MP of the Centre Party

Impartial source: MP of the National Coalition Party

Reluctant source: MP of the Green league
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Notes. In the upper part of the table, means are reported with standard deviations in parenthesis. In the lower part, the Tukey honestly significant difference (HSD) test was performed to

determine whether there is a difference between the mean of all possible pairs. The statistically significant differences are flagged:

<0.01.
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