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Abstract: Past research has offered contrasting results regarding the effects of attacks on social judgments. In three experiments, we
investigated the effects of counterfactual (“If only. . .”) and non-counterfactual attacks on the morality versus leadership of politicians versus
entrepreneurs. First, participants rated morality as the most desirable, but least typical dimension of politicians, and leadership as the most
desirable and most typical dimension of entrepreneurs (Study 1). Then, counterfactual attacks led to poorer evaluation of the attacked target
and better evaluation of the attacking source as compared to non-counterfactual attacks, especially when counterfactuals were focused on
the most desirable dimension for the professional category of the attacked target (Study 2). Similar results emerged when the typicality of the
attacked dimension was manipulated (Study 3). Discussion focuses on the higher success of attacks on desirable personality dimensions and
of counterfactual attacks as compared to other attacks.
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Imagine that during an interview to a Prime Minister
regarding governmental action a journalist says something
like: “If you had really acted in the interest of voters, the
economic situation of our country would be better now.” A
statement like this is an example of counterfactual attack,
that is, an attack based on the mental simulation of a differ-
ent behavior of an actor (in this case the Prime Minister)
resulting in a better outcome than the real one. Past
research has investigated the role of counterfactual thinking
in several cognitive processes, such as causal explanation
(Kahneman &Miller, 1986; Roese, 1997), attribution (Catel-
lani, Alberici & Milesi, 2004; Mandel, Hilton, & Catellani,
2005), and self-regulation (Epstude & Roese, 2008; Roese
& Epstude, 2017). Few studies, however, have analyzed its
effects on impression formation (Tal-Or, Boninger, Poran,
& Gleicher, 2004; Wong, 2010) or impression manage-
ment (Bertolotti, Catellani, Douglas, & Sutton, 2013; Catel-
lani & Bertolotti, 2014a, 2014b; Catellani & Covelli, 2013).

Attacks often backfire due to their negativity being
rejected by recipients (Roese & Sande, 1993). Counterfac-
tual attacks have an enhanced rhetorical potential in this
regard, as they offer the possibility of putting the outcome
of someone’s behavior in a negative light just by comparing
it with a hypothetical more positive condition, rather than
disputing its actual negativity. Counterfactual attacks can
affect social judgments through two possible pathways

(Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014a, 2015). The first pathway is
content-specific and is based on how counterfactuals affect
recipients’ perception of past events and the actors involved
in them. By describing how an actor could or should have
behaved, counterfactual attacks refer to specific normative
standards and promote congruent responsibility attribu-
tions. The second pathway is content-neutral and is based
on how counterfactual messages and their sources are per-
ceived. By describing a hypothetical scenario leading to a
more positive scenario, a counterfactual attack (and its
source) are perceived as less negative and less biased than
other more explicitly negative forms of criticism.

Previous research (Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014a) has
shown that counterfactual attacks on politicians’ morality
affect the politicians’ reputation more than non-counterfac-
tual attacks. In the present research, we further investigated
the conditions under which counterfactual attacks can be
effective tools for impression management, focusing on
whether counterfactual attacks can be used to stress a tar-
get’s deviation from a relevant norm regarding the behavior
of the professional category the target belongs to. We ana-
lyzed the effects of counterfactual and non-counterfactual
attacks with different content (morality- vs. leadership-
based) and against different targets (a politician vs. an
entrepreneur). We expected counterfactual attacks to be
most effective when based on a relevant content dimension
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in the evaluation of the target as a member of a certain pro-
fessional category.

Counterfactual Attacks

Attacks can be defined as messages providing negative
information about specific targets and their behavior. Past
research showed that when negative information is provided
in the form of an attack, its impact is often limited. This is
the case because attack messages often backfire (Carraro,
Gawronski, & Castelli, 2010; Funk, 1996; Haddock &
Zanna, 1997; Lau, Sigelman, & Rovner, 2007; Roese &
Sande, 1993), as recipients can easily detect the persuasive
intent of their source, and consequently discount the infor-
mation provided with the message (Douglas & Sutton,
2010; Hornsey, 2005). To reduce the backlash effect, speak-
ers sometimes resort to more indirect types of criticism
(Hornsey, Robson, Smith, Esposo, & Sutton, 2008). Coun-
terfactuals can be employed for this purpose, as some stud-
ies have shown (Catellani & Covelli, 2013; Wong, 2010).

Counterfactuals are mental simulations in which an ante-
cedent of an event is mutated in order to hypothetically
alter the outcome of the event (Kahneman & Tversky,
1982; Roese, 1997). For example, after a car crash one
might state that the accident would have been avoided,
“if the driver had stopped in time.” Several studies on coun-
terfactual thinking have shown that individuals often use
this type of reasoning to make causal and responsibility
attributions (Markman & Tetlock, 2000; Nario-Redmond
& Branscombe, 1996; Wells & Gavanski, 1989). Counter-
factuals can be used also in communication as a form of
indirect or subtle criticism, to imply that the actions of a
given actor are the cause of a certain outcome, and that
the actor is therefore responsible for it. According to Catel-
lani and Bertolotti (2014a, 2015), counterfactual attacks can
influence recipients’ social judgments along two distinct but
converging pathways (resembling the dual-pathway model
proposed by Epstude & Roese, 2008).

The first pathway regards the way recipients appraise the
events discussed in a counterfactual attack, and the actors
involved in them. Spontaneously generated counterfactuals
tend to mutate controllable, rather than uncontrollable
behaviors (Alicke, Buckingham, Zell, & Davis, 2008;
Girotto, Legrenzi, & Rizzo, 1991), and to focus on the actor
which is deemed responsible for the final outcome
(Markman & Tetlock, 2000; Nario-Redmond & Bran-
scombe, 1996; Wells & Gavanski, 1989). Besides, counter-
factual thoughts usually focus on behaviors that are
perceived as deviating from normality (Davis & Lehman,
1995; Kahneman & Miller, 1986). Initial research focused
on deviations from routine norms (e.g., “If the driver had

taken the usual route, he/she would not have been involved
in the accident”; Gavanski & Wells, 1989; Kahneman &
Miller, 1986; Kahneman & Tversky, 1982; Klauer, Jacobsen,
& Migulla, 1995; Wells, Taylor, & Turtle, 1987). Later
research extended this effect to deviation from social norms,
showing that people are more likely to generate counterfac-
tuals when they perceive the actor’s behavior to deviate
from what is expected from members of a given social
group or category (e.g., “If the victim had not accepted a lift
from a stranger, she would have not been sexually
assaulted”; Branscombe, Crosby, & Weir, 1993; Bran-
scombe & Weir, 1992; Catellani et al., 2004; Hegarty &
Pratto, 2001). In consideration of the above, by using a
counterfactual attack a speaker highlights that the target
has intentionally deviated from a social norm. In turn,
recipients exposed to a counterfactual attack are likely to
assume that the negative outcome could have been pre-
vented, if the target had acted in a different way.

The second pathway along which counterfactual attacks
can influence social judgments regards the way recipients
appraise attacks, and their source, when determining
whether they can base their judgment on it. By comparing
reality with a better hypothetical alternative, rather than
stressing its negativity, counterfactual attacks have reduced
illocutionary force (Thaler, 2012) compared to plain, expli-
cit criticism, thus making the speaker’s communicative
intention less apparent. This can significantly reduce back-
lash effect. Past research has indeed shown that recipients
tend to perceive counterfactual attacks as less hostile and
more appropriate messages than non-counterfactual attacks
(Catellani & Bertolotti, 2013, 2014b), and are consequently
less inclined to discount information coming from the
source as biased (Bavelas, Black, Bryson, & Mullett, 1988;
Fiedler & Mata, 2013; Hornsey et al., 2008).

Based on the above, one can reasonably expect recipients
of a counterfactual attack to be, in general, more likely to
consider the information it conveys as compared to recipi-
ents of a non-counterfactual attack. More specifically, they
are likely to use the counterfactual antecedent as a refer-
ence standard to evaluate the behavior of the attacked tar-
get. The evoked reference norm regarding how one should
have behaved, however, may or may not be relevant for the
specific target of an attack. For example, an effective attack
to an entrepreneur would be saying that if he or she had
outsold competition, a company would have been more
profitable, because pursuing market dominance is what
one usually expects from an entrepreneur. Conversely, a
less compelling attack would be saying that if an entrepre-
neur had sought cooperation with competing companies,
his or her company would have been more profitable,
because pursuing harmony with competitors is regarded
as less relevant in entrepreneurial behavior (see Maak,
Pless, & Voegtlin, 2016).
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In the present research we compared the effects of
counterfactual and non-counterfactual attacks on different
professionals, investigating the interplay between the social
norm used to evaluate the behavior of different profession-
als, and the content dimension on which the attack is
based. We expected counterfactual attacks to be more
effective than non-counterfactual attacks. In particular, we
expected a content-specific effect, with counterfactual
attacks leading to a negative evaluation of the target only
when their content would regard a dimension of social
judgment deemed relevant for the target’s professional cat-
egory. We also expected a content-neutral effect, with
counterfactual attacks being perceived in general as more
convincing and appropriate than non-counterfactual
attacks.

Content Dimensions in Social
Judgment

A host of research on social judgment has consistently
showed that people evaluate other individuals along two
main content dimensions: agency, which refers to the per-
son’s proactivity and ability to foster one’s intentions, and
communion, which refers to the person’s relationships with
other persons, as well as compliance with social norms gov-
erning these relationships (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007; Fiske,
Cuddy, & Glick, 2007; Judd, James-Hawkins, Yzerbyt, &
Kashima, 2005).

Within these two main dimensions, further sub-dimen-
sions have been identified (Abele et al., 2016; Bertolotti
et al., 2013; Carrier, Louvet, Chauvin, & Rohmer, 2014).
The agency dimension includes both competence, related
to traits such as being competent and intelligent, and dom-
inance or leadership, related to traits such as being decided
and resolved. The communion dimension includes both so-
ciability, related to traits such as being sociable and
friendly, and morality, related to traits such as being honest
and sincere (Leach, Ellemers, & Barreto, 2007).

The different content dimensions are not equally
regarded in the impression formation process. Several stud-
ies found morality to be generally more important in form-
ing impressions of other individuals and groups (Brambilla,
Rusconi, Sacchi, & Cherubini, 2011; Leach et al., 2007;
Leach, Minescu, Poppe, & Hagendoorn, 2008; Pagliaro,
Brambilla, Sacchi, D’Angelo, & Ellemers, 2013), although
such primacy can be moderated by normative expectations
regarding what is deemed as typical and desirable in a
specific context.

Stereotypes provide individuals with information on how
frequently members of a given group engage in behaviors,

and possess traits, related to different content dimensions.
Several studies have investigated ambivalent stereotypes
(Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2008) regarding the typicality of
the fundamental content dimensions of social judgment
among members of different groups, including different
professionals (Asbrock, 2010; Cislak, 2013; Imhoff, Woelki,
Hanke, & Dotsch, 2013). Based on widespread stereotypical
expectations, for example, one might consider atypical an
entrepreneur described as incompetent and indecisive.
Conversely, negative information regarding an entrepre-
neur’s morality might not be used by recipients to deter-
mine whether the target is typical or atypical within the
professional category.

Another kind of normative expectation regards how
desirable certain behaviors and traits are for members of
a social category. Although there are less studies on the
desirability of the fundamental content dimensions in social
groups, past research has found that what we expect to
obtain from individuals and groups (i.e., our self-interest)
often determines the desirability of traits related to the
achievement of that goal (Scholer & Higgins, 2008; Woj-
ciszke, 2005). This is especially evident when evaluating
individuals in a professional setting, where we expect some-
one doing a certain job to have the traits that make them
most suitable to perform well in that job, to the advantage
of potential employers, employees, clients, or the whole
community. In the case of entrepreneurs, a high level of
leadership might be seen as not only typical, but also desir-
able for members of that professional group, as their job is
mainly based on their ability to advance themselves (and
their companies) in the market (Cottrell, Neuberg, & Li,
2007; Mollaret & Miraucourt, 2016; Nichols & Cottrell,
2014). If we consider politicians, a dimension that may be
seen as particularly desirable is morality as their job is
mainly based on their dedication to representing the inter-
est of their voters, and pursuing the public good (Castelli,
Carraro, Ghitti, & Pastore, 2009; Catellani & Bertolotti,
2015; Cislak & Wojciszke, 2006).

The case of politicians’ morality is peculiar because it
shows that the dimension perceived as most desirable for
a professional category is not necessarily perceived also
as the most typical. Even if morality-related traits (e.g., hon-
est, sincere, loyal) are considered very desirable, and define
the ideal profile of a politician, citizens perceive these traits
as unfrequently possessed by actual politicians, and there-
fore very atypical (Catellani & Quadrio, 1991; McGraw,
Lodge, & Jones, 2002).

In the present research, we considered members of two
professional categories, namely a politician or an entrepre-
neur, as targets of attacks based on two content dimen-
sions, namely morality and leadership. We chose these
two professional categories because of their similarities,
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as both politicians and entrepreneurs are tasked with orga-
nizations to manage, have generally high social status and a
public profile. This would make the leadership dimension
desirable for both professional categories. The two cate-
gories, however, also have a key difference, namely the fact
that politicians are supposed to work for the public good,
whereas entrepreneurs are supposed to work for a private
(either their own or their company’s) good. This would
likely make the morality dimension more desirable for
politicians than for entrepreneurs. Based on the above, we
expected that the evaluation of politicians and entrepre-
neurs would be influenced by counterfactual attacks
focussed on different content dimensions.

Counterfactual Attacks on Different
Content Dimensions

So far, research on the effects that attacks may have on
social judgments have yielded mixed results. Some studies
have analyzed the effects of attacks as a function of the typ-
icality of the attacked trait for the social or professional cat-
egory the attacked target person belongs to (McGraw,
2003; Meeks, 2012; Schlenker & Pontari, 2000). However,
attacks focused on stereotypical traits of the attacked tar-
get’s category are rarely more successful than attacks
focused on other traits (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Johns
& Shepard, 2007). One reason for this inconsistency may
be that these studies only considered the typicality of the
attacked dimension, and not its desirability. To our knowl-
edge, however, there is no systematic data available on
whether attacks are more successful when they address a
feature perceived as desirable versus typical in a target cat-
egory. Another possibility is that the high likelihood of
rejection and backlash of explicit attacks may have
obscured the specific effects deriving from the typicality
and desirability of the criticized behavior of the target. Such
obstacle may be more easily overcome using a counterfac-
tual attack. As discussed above, the upward hypothetical
comparison proposed by a counterfactual attack would be
particularly effective in inducing participants to compare
the target’s alleged behavior with the ideal behavior
expected from members of a specific group.

In the present research, we tested the effects of counter-
factual and non-counterfactual attacks against either the
leadership or morality dimensions of a fictitious member
of two professional categories. We expected counterfactual
attacks to be most effective when the content of the allega-
tions against the target matched the content dimension
deemed more desirable for the members of the target’s
category.

Research Overview

In order to test the effectiveness of counterfactual attacks
on the morality and leadership of members of two profes-
sional categories, namely politicians and entrepreneurs,
we conducted three studies.

In Study 1, we tested to what extent morality and
leadership were considered desirable and typical for the
professional categories of politicians and entrepreneurs.
As anticipated above, in the case of entrepreneurs we
expected traits pertaining to the leadership dimension to
be regarded both as more desirable and more typical than
those pertaining to morality (Nichols & Cottrell, 2014).
In the case of politicians, conversely, we expected traits per-
taining to the morality dimension to be regarded as more
desirable, but not more typical than those pertaining
to leadership (Catellani & Quadrio, 1991; Castelli et al.,
2009).

In Study 2, we tested the effects of counterfactual and
non-counterfactual attacks on a fictional politician or entre-
preneur. The attacks criticized either the leadership or the
morality dimension of the target, either by stating that
the present situation would have been better if the target
had behaved in a more positive way in the past (e.g. “If
you had kept the promises made to your voters, your party
would be in a better condition now”; “If you had disclosed
the fiscal disputes of your company, your finances would be
in a better condition now”) or by directly making allega-
tions of past negative behaviors (e.g., “You broke the pro-
mises made to your voters”; “You hid the truth on the
fiscal disputes of your company”). We expected counterfac-
tual attacks to influence social judgments more than non-
counterfactual attacks, especially when focused on the most
desirable dimension for each professional category. This
would be the case because a counterfactual attack implicitly
contrasts the actual and the expected behavior of the
attacked target, resulting in a more negative impression
of the target than when the attack is directly focused on
the negative behavior of the target, as in a non-counterfac-
tual attack.

Finally, in Study 3, we again tested the influence on social
judgment of the counterfactual attacks employed in Study
2, manipulating also the typicality of the morality and lead-
ership dimensions within the professional category of the
target. The aim of this study was to test whether a counter-
factual attack against a desirable dimension would be
equally effective when such dimension was presented as
typical or atypical among members of the target’s group.
Such a result would further confirm that the success of a
counterfactual attack is more related to the desirability of
the attacked dimension than to its perceived typicality in
the relevant social category.

�2018 Hogrefe Publishing Social Psychology (2018), 49(3), 154–167
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Study 1

In Study 1, we explored to what extent morality and leader-
ship were considered typical and desirable for the members
of two different professional categories, politicians and
entrepreneurs. According to the results of previous research
on the perception of politicians (Catellani & Quadrio, 1991),
we expected diverging assessments of the typicality of the
two dimensions among the two professional categories:
whereas leadership would be regarded as typical among
both politicians and entrepreneurs (Nichols & Cottrell,
2014; Cislak & Wojciszke, 2008), we expected morality
to be considered quite atypical among politicians.

Method

Participants were 145 students of the Catholic University of
Milan (68.2% females, Mage = 21.7, SD = 3.06), who were
asked during classes to fill out a questionnaire about their
perception of different professional categories. Based on
previous research on social judgment along different con-
tent dimensions (Abele, Uchronski, Suitner, & Wojciszke,
2008), we anticipated medium to large effect sizes. We
used G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007)
to compute the required sample size with 80% power and
an α level of .05 (two-tailed). The analysis indicated that
the number of participants in this study was more than suf-
ficient to find the anticipated effects.

We used a mixed 2 (assessment condition: typicality vs.
desirability) � 2 (professional category: politicians vs.
entrepreneurs) � 2 (evaluated content dimension: leader-
ship vs. morality), with the former factor as a between-par-
ticipant condition and the latter two factors as repeated
measures. Therefore, all participants rated both politicians
and entrepreneurs (in random order), but half of them
did so in the typicality assessment condition and the other
half in the desirability assessment condition. Participants in
the typicality assessment condition were asked to think about
a typical politician and a typical entrepreneur and to rate to
what extent each professional typically possessed 6 person-
ality traits, using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (= not at all)
to 7 (= very much). The traits were drawn from previous
research (Abele et al., 2008, 2016; Catellani & Bertolotti,
2014a, 2014b) and covered two content dimensions: moral-
ity (honest, sincere, loyal) and leadership (decided, resolved,
tenacious). Participants in the desirability assessment condi-
tion were asked to think about an ideal politician and an
ideal entrepreneur, and to rate to what extent they pos-
sessed the same 6 traits employed in the typicality assess-
ment condition. Mean indexes of politicians’ leadership
(Cronbach’s α = .900 across conditions) and morality
(α = .979), and entrepreneurs’ leadership (α = .800) and

morality (α = .880) were then computed and used in the
main analyses.

Results

Using the dimension indexes of each professional as depen-
dent variables, we performed a 2 (assessment: typicality vs.
desirability) � 2 (professional category: politician vs. busi-
nessman) � 2 (content dimension: leadership vs. morality)
mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA), with the latter two
factors as within-participant factors. A main effect of assess-
ment condition emerged, F(1, 147) = 262.52, p < .001,
η2 = .64, with both leadership and morality ratings being
on average significantly higher in the desirability assess-
ment condition than in the typicality assessment condition.
A main effect of professional category also emerged,
F(1, 147) = 14.97, p < .001, η2p = .09, with entrepreneurs
receiving more positive ratings (M = 5.01, SD = 0.85) than
politicians (M = 4.69, SD = 1.47). The effect of the evaluated
content dimension was also significant, F(1, 147) = 166.73,
p < .001, η2p = .53, with the leadership dimension
(M = 5.56, SD = 0.94) rated higher than themorality dimen-
sion (M = 4.68, SD = 1.55). Significant interaction effects
between professional category and personality dimension,
F(3, 441) = 61.56, p < .001, η2p = .30, and between profes-
sional category and reference norm, F(1, 147) = 136.19,
p < .001, η2p = .43, were also found. These effects were fur-
ther qualified by a three-way interaction, F(3, 145) = 27.99,
p < .001, η2p = .16.

As shown in Figure 1, follow-up t-tests (Bonferroni-cor-
rected for multiple comparisons) in the desirability assess-
ment condition indicated that morality was perceived as
more desirable (M = 6.44, SD = 0.79) than leadership (M
= 5.90, SD = 0.78) for politicians, t(74) = 4.78, p < .0001,
whereas leadership (M = 6.10, SD = 0.76) was perceived
as more desirable than morality (M = 5.01, SD = 1.16) for
entrepreneurs t(74) = 6.69, p < .0001. In the typicality
assessment condition, leadership was perceived as more
typical than morality both for politicians (M = 4.25,
SD = 1.35 and M = 2.60, SD = 1.27, respectively), t(73) =
11.21, p < .0001, and entrepreneurs (M = 5.65, SD = 0.91
and M = 3.68, SD = 1.14, respectively), t(73) = 13.32, p <
.001. Finally, although as stated above desirability was
found to be higher than typicality across both target profes-
sions and dimensions, such difference was larger (and more
significant) in the case of politicians’ morality, t(121.58) =
22.10, p < .0001, than in the case of politicians’ leadership,
t(116.49) = 9.16, p < .0001, entrepreneurs’ leadership,
t(147) = 3.28, p = .0014, and entrepreneurs’ morality,
t(147) = 7.00, p < .0001.

Overall, findings from Study 1 indicated that participants
held different norms regarding the typicality and desirability
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of the personality dimensions of politicians and entrepre-
neurs. Leadership was considered the most typical dimen-
sion for both professional groups, as opposed to morality,
which was considered the least typical dimension. When
we considered the desirability of personality dimensions,
however, an asymmetry between the two professional
groups emerged. While leadership was considered the most
desirable dimension for an entrepreneur, morality was con-
sidered the most desirable dimension for a politician. These
findings therefore confirmed our initial expectations,
according to which the two professional categories would
differ as to the degree of desirability of morality and leader-
ship attributed to their members.

Study 2

After we assessed the desirability and typicality of morality
and leadership for politicians and entrepreneurs in Study 1,
in Study 2 we analyzed the effects of attacks focused on
each personality dimension and addressing members of
either professional category. We designed a set of simulated
interviews in which a journalist attacked either an entrepre-
neur or a politician, criticizing their past behavior as either
lacking morality or lacking leadership. The attacks were for-
mulated using either counterfactual statements (i.e., “If you
had . . . things would be better now”) or non-counterfactual
statements (i.e., “You did . . .”).

Consistent with the results of previous research
(Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014b), we expected counterfactual
attacks to yield a more positive evaluation of the attack and
the attack source, and a more negative evaluation of the

target as compared to non-counterfactual attacks. We also
expected that the latter effect would be especially strong
when counterfactuals addressed the most desirable
dimension for each professional category, namely, morality
for politicians and leadership for entrepreneurs.

Method

Participants and Procedure
Participants were 157 undergraduate students (58males, 92
females, 7 n.r., Mage = 23.0, SD = 6.89) of the Catholic
University of Milan, who joined the study on a voluntary
basis. Due to the limited availability of volunteers, we had
a smaller than recommended sample size to detect the
anticipated small- to medium-sized effects with the conven-
tional two-tailed .05 α level and 80% power. Nevertheless,
we were able to match the number of total participants of
previous studies with similar manipulations and design
(see Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014b; Funk, 1996; Kervyn, Dol-
derer, Mahieu, & Yzerbyt, 2010).

Participants received an email with the link to an online
questionnaire in which they were asked to read a fictional
interview published in a local newspaper. The content of
the fictional interview was based on the one used by Catel-
lani and Bertolotti (2014b) in which, after an initial
exchange between a journalist and a politician, the journal-
ist attacked the politician with a series of either counterfac-
tual or non-counterfactual statements. We maintained an
unnamed journalist as the ostensibly neutral source, in
order to avoid potential confounds deriving from the
introduction of a non-neutral source, such as a rival politi-
cian or entrepreneur. The sentences were manipulated also

Figure 1. Desirability and typicality of morality and leadership traits as a function of target profession (Study 1).
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according to the attacked dimension, including either
morality-related or leadership-related allegations regarding
the management of the local party in the politician condi-
tion, or the management of a small business in the entre-
preneur condition.

For example, a counterfactual attack statement regarding
the politician’s [or entrepreneur’s] morality was: “If you
had told the truth regarding the financial situation of your
party [company], things would be better now.” The corre-
sponding non-counterfactual version of the statement
was: “You hid the truth regarding the financial situation
of your party [company].” Similarly, a counterfactual attack
regarding the politician’s [entrepreneur’s] leadership was:
“If you had resisted pressures from your allies [sharehold-
ers], things would be better now.” The corresponding
non-counterfactual version of the statement was: “You
yielded to pressures from your allies [shareholders].” The
full text of the interviews used in the study manipulations
is available from the Authors. The overall experimental
design was therefore 2 (target profession: politician vs.
entrepreneur) � 2 (attacked dimension: morality vs.
leadership) � 2 (attack style: counterfactual vs. non-
counterfactual), all between-participant factors.

Measures
Manipulation Check
Participants were first asked which personality dimension
of the target was mainly discussed in the interview, with
the target’s morality or leadership as the response options.

Evaluation of the Attack Message
Participants were then asked to rate to what extent the jour-
nalist’s final statement was: balanced, polite, intelligent,
convincing, relevant, clear, complete, and appropriate, on a
7-point scale ranging from 1 (= not at all) to 7 (= very)
(see Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014b). A message evaluation
index was computed from the mean of the ratings, Cron-
bach’s α = .870.

Evaluation of the Attacking Source
Participants were then asked to rate to what extent the jour-
nalist was hostile to the target and to what extent criticism
against the target was based on personal judgments rather
than concrete facts, in both cases employing a 7-point scale
ranging from 1 (= not at all) to 7 (= very). A source evalua-
tion index was then computed from the mean of the two
items, r(155) = .451, p < .001.

Evaluation of the Attacked Target
Participants were finally asked to give a general evaluation
of the target on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (= very nega-
tive) to 7 (= very positive), and to provide more specific rat-
ings on the target’s perceived ability to achieve results, keep

promises, and deserve trust, on a 7-point scale ranging from
1 (= not at all) to 7 (= very much). As the four ratings had
moderate to strong correlations, r(152) = .332 to
r(152) = .615, a target evaluation index was computed from
the mean of the four items, Cronbach’s α = .800.

Results

Manipulation Check
Most participants recognized the personality dimension
attacked by the journalist at the end of the interview. In par-
ticular, most participants in the morality attack condition
correctly indicated morality as the attacked dimension of
the politician (78.3%) and the entrepreneur (85.3%), and
most participants in the leadership attack condition cor-
rectly indicated leadership as the attacked dimension of
the politician (81.6%) and the entrepreneur (88.4%),
w2(N = 157) = 128.48, p < .001.

Evaluation of the Attacked Target
A 2 (target profession: politician vs. entrepreneur) � 2
(attacked dimension: morality vs. leadership) � 2 (attack
style: factual vs. counterfactual) between-participant
ANOVA was performed on the evaluation of the attacked
target. A main effect of attack style was found,
F(1, 148) = 8.43, p = .004, η2 = .046, in line with previous
findings on the varying effectiveness of counterfactual and
non-counterfactual attacks. The attacked target was evalu-
ated more negatively after a counterfactual attack
(M = 3.11, SD = 1.09) than after a non-counterfactual attack
(M = 3.54, SD =0.88). Nomain effects of target profession or
attacked dimension emerged, F(1, 148) < 1.15, p > .29,
η2 < .01, but the interaction between themwas indeed signif-
icant, F(1, 148) = 8.45, p = .004, η2 = .046, and this effect was
verified further by a three-way interaction with attack style,
F(1, 148) = 15.23, p < .001, η2 = .083 (Figure 2). Consistent
with our expectations, Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
showed that the evaluation of the politician was more nega-
tive after a counterfactual attack onmorality (M = 2.43, SD =
1.10) than after a counterfactual attack on leadership (M =
3.68, SD = 0.89), p < .001, while the evaluation of the entre-
preneur was more negative after a counterfactual attack on
leadership (M = 2.77, SD = 1.11) than after a counterfactual
attack onmorality (M = 3.55, SD =0.74), p = .006. No differ-
ences of this type were found in the case of non-counterfac-
tual attacks. After non-counterfactual attacks on either
leadership or morality the evaluations of the politician did
not differ significantly (M = 3.62, SD = 1.11 and M = 3.25,
SD = 0.82, respectively), p = .247, and the same held true
for the entrepreneur (M = 3.61, SD = 0.71 vs. M = 3.68,
SD = 0.85), p = .797. No other significant interaction effects
were found, F(1, 148) < 2.30, p > .13, η2 < .02.
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Evaluation of the Attack Message and Attacking
Source
The same 2 (target profession)� 2 (attacked dimension)� 2
(attack style) ANOVA was performed on the evaluation of
the attack message. A main effect of attack style was found,
F(1, 148) = 12.42, p = .001, η2 = .075, with the counterfactual
message being evaluated more positively (M = 4.47, SD =
1.31) than the non-counterfactual message (M = 3.86, SD
= 1.02). No other main or interaction effects were found,
F(1, 149) < 2.96, p > .08, η2 < .02. The same 2 � 2 � 2
ANOVA was also performed on the evaluation of the
attacking source. A main effect of attack style was again
found, F(1, 149) = 12.14, p = .001, η2 = .072, with the jour-
nalist using a counterfactual attack being generally evalu-
ated as less biased (M = 4.51, SD = 1.03) than the
journalist using a non-counterfactual attack (M = 5.08,
SD = 1.08). No other main or interaction effects were found,
Fs(1, 149) < 2.87, ps > .09, η2s < .02.

To summarize, the findings of Study 2 supported our
hypotheses regarding the differing effectiveness of counter-
factual attacks according to attacked dimension and target
profession. In particular, we found that counterfactual mes-
sages were most effective in attacking a politician’s morality
on the one hand, and an entrepreneur’s leadership on the
other. These results suggest that counterfactual attacks
are particularly well suited to attack the dimension consid-
ered to be most desirable, that is, according to what
emerged in Study 1, the morality dimension for politicians
and the leadership dimension for entrepreneurs. Further-
more, the analyses of participants’ reaction to the attack
itself and to the attack source confirmed previous findings
(Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014b) regarding the reduced

backlash triggered by counterfactual criticism compared
to non-counterfactual criticism.

Study 3

Findings from Study 2 showed that professionals were eval-
uated more negatively after a counterfactual attack on the
content dimension considered to be most desirable for their
professional category than after attacks on another dimen-
sion. The results of Study 2 therefore suggested that the rel-
evance of an attacked dimension depends more on its
desirability than on its typicality, at least when counterfac-
tual attacks are used.

To further test this hypothesis, in Study 3 wemanipulated
the typicality of the attacked dimension and tested whether
this manipulation would influence the effectiveness of the
attacks. Before asking participants to read the same stimu-
lus text employed in Study 2, we asked them to read some
introductory information regarding the context in which the
interview took place, describing the politicians versus entre-
preneurs living in the same area of the attacked target as
generally high versus low in the dimension which was later
attacked in the interview.

We expected the effectiveness of counterfactual attacks
to be once again influenced by the desirability of the
attacked dimension more than by the (manipulated) typi-
cality of the dimension. Therefore, we expected a counter-
factual attack on a politician’s morality to yield a more
negative evaluation of the politician than a counterfactual
attack against the politician’s leadership. Conversely,

Figure 2. Evaluation of the target as a function of attacked dimension, attacked target, and attack style (Study 2).
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we expected a counterfactual attack on an entrepreneur’s
leadership to yield a more negative evaluation of the entre-
preneur than a counterfactual attack on the entrepreneur’s
morality.

Method

Participants and Procedure
Participants were 153 undergraduate students (104 males,
45 females, 4 n.r., Mage = 23.1, SD = 8.60) of the Catholic
University of Milan, who joined the study on a voluntary
basis.

The procedure was similar to the one used in Study 2.
Depending on the experimental condition, the stimulus con-
sisted in an interview of either a local politician or entrepre-
neur, and ended with an attack on either the target’s
leadership or the target’s morality. In Study 3, however,
attacks were only made in counterfactual terms and, before
reading the interview, participants were given some addi-
tional information. In the high typicality conditions, partici-
pants were told that, according to a recent survey, the
town where the attacked target lived was at the top of the
national ranking of politicians’ (or entrepreneurs’) morality
(or leadership). In the low typicality conditions, participants
were instead told that, according to a recent survey, the town
where the attacked target livedwas at the bottom of the same
national ranking. Thismanipulation aimed to induce the per-
ception that the violation for which the target was attacked
referred to a dimensionmore or less typical of the same pro-
fessional group. The study therefore had a 2 (target profes-
sion: politician vs. entrepreneur) � 2 (attacked dimension:
morality vs. leadership) � 2 (typicality of the attacked
dimension: high vs. low) between-participant design.

Measures
Manipulation Checks
As in Study 2, participants were asked which personality
dimension of the target was mainly discussed in the inter-
view, with the target’s morality and leadership as response
options. To check for the effectiveness of typicality manip-
ulation, in Study 3 participants were also asked to rate the
average morality and leadership of local professionals
(either politicians or entrepreneurs, depending on the
experimental condition) using a 7-point scale ranging from
1 (= low morality/leadership) to 7 (= high morality/
leadership).

Evaluation of the Attacked Target
To measure participants’ evaluation of the attacked politi-
cian or entrepreneur, we used the same four items used
in Study 2. A target evaluation index was again computed
from the mean of the four items, Cronbach’s α = .848.

Evaluation of the Attack Message
Participants were asked to evaluate the final statement of
the journalist, with eight items (balanced, polite, intelligent,
convincing, relevant, clear, complete, and appropriate), on a
7-point scale ranging from 1 (= not at all) to 7 (= very).
A message evaluation index was then computed from the
mean of the ratings, Cronbach’s α = .870. No separate mea-
sure of the attack source evaluation was included in this
study, as results of Study 2 showed it to be highly correlated
with the evaluation of the attack message.

Severity of the Allegation
Two items measured the severity of the allegations made
by the journalist. Participants were first asked: “To what
extent are the allegations about the behaviour of the politi-
cian (or the entrepreneur) severe?”, and replied on a 7-point
scale ranging from 1 (= not severe at all) to 7 (= very severe).
Then, participants were asked: “To what extent such beha-
viour is inappropriate for a politician (or entrepreneur)?”,
and replied on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (= not inappro-
priate at all) to 7 (= very inappropriate). The ratings of the
two items, r(150) = .581, p < .001, were averaged into a sin-
gle allegation severity index.

Results

Manipulation Checks
As in Study 2, most participants recognized which personal-
ity dimension was attacked by the journalist. In the morality
attack condition, 80.6% of participants indicated that the
politician’s morality was attacked and 81.6% indicated that
the entrepreneur’s morality was attacked. In the leadership
attack condition, 92.1% of participants indicated that the
politician’s leadership was attacked and 74.4% indicated
that the entrepreneur’s leadership was attacked, w2(2, N =
151) = 94.65, p < .001.

To check for the typicality manipulation, we performed a
2 (target profession: politician vs. entrepreneur) � 2 (at-
tacked dimension: morality vs. leadership) � 2 (dimension
typicality: low vs. high) between-participant ANOVA on par-
ticipants’ ratings of how typical the relevant dimension
among local professionals was. A main effect of typicality
emerged, F(1, 140) = 28.87, p < .001, η2 = .17, indicating that
participants in the high typicality condition rated the rele-
vant dimension as more typical of local professionals
(M = 3.81, SD = 1.79) compared to participants in the low
typicality condition (M = 2.42, SD = 1.33). This result con-
firmed the success of our manipulation. A main effect of
attacked dimension was also found, F(1, 140) = 9.29, p =
.003, η2 = .06, showing that morality was generally rated
as less typical (M = 2.67, SD = 1.51) than leadership (M =
3.49, SD = 1.80). This result was consistent with what
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already emerged in Study 1 regarding the tendency to rate
morality as lower than leadership. No other significant main
or interaction effects were found, F(1, 140) < 1.77, p > .180,
η2 < .01.

Evaluation of the Attacked Target
A 2 (target profession) � 2 (attacked dimension) � 2
(dimension typicality) ANOVA was conducted on the eval-
uation of the attacked target. No main effects were found,
Fs(1, 143) < 2.22, p > .140, η2 < .02, but an interaction effect
between attacked dimension and professional category
emerged, F(1, 143) = 6.83, p = .01, η2 = .043. As in Study
2, the politician was evaluated more negatively after a
morality attack (M = 2.78, SD = 1.33) than after a leadership
attack (M = 3.45, SD = 1.11), while the entrepreneur
was evaluated more negatively after a leadership attack
(M = 3.18, SD = 1.02) than after a morality attack (M =
3.66, SD = 1.43). No further two-way or three-way interac-
tions were found, Fs(1, 143) < 2.95, p > .09, η2 < .02.

Evaluation of the Attack Message
The same 2 (target profession)� 2 (attacked dimension)� 2
(dimension typicality) ANOVA was conducted on partici-
pants’ evaluation of the attack message. A main effect of
dimension typicality was found, F(1, 144) = 4.63, p = .033,
η2 = .033, as participants rated the message more convinc-
ing when the members of the target’s professional group
were presented as low in the attacked dimension than when
they were presented as high in the dimension (M = 4.91, SD
= 1.47 vs. M = 4.41, SD = 1.47). An attacked dimension by
target profession interaction was also found, F(1, 144) =
3.93, p = .049, η2 = .027. In the case of the politician, the
message was evaluated more positively in the morality
attack condition (M = 4.66, SD = 0.89) than in the leader-
ship attack condition (M = 4.27, SD = 1.06), whereas in the
case of the entrepreneur, the attack was evaluated more
positively in the leadership attack condition (M = 5.51,
SD = 1.17) than in the morality attack condition (M =
4.09, SD = 0.93). No other main or interaction effects were
found, Fs(1, 144) < 2.71, p > .10, η2 < .02.

Severity of the Allegation
Finally, the same 2 � 2 � 2 ANOVA was conducted on the
perceived severity of the allegation. Significant effects mir-
rored those emerged in the analysis of the attack target
message. A main effect of dimension typicality was found,
F(1, 144) = 4.00, p = .047, η2 = .023, as participants rated
the allegation as more severe when the members of the tar-
get’s professional group were presented as low than when
they were presented as high in the attacked dimension
(M = 5.39, SD = 1.17 vs. M = 4.21, SD = 1.01). An attacked
dimension by target profession interaction was also found,
F(1, 144) = 12.97, p < .001, η2 = .074. In the case of the

politician, the morality attack was considered to be more
severe (M = 5.57, SD = 1.17) than the leadership attack
(M = 4.42, SD = 1.37), whereas in the case of the entrepre-
neur, the leadership attack was considered to be more sev-
ere (M = 5.51, SD = 1.17) than the morality attack (M = 5.21,
SD = 1.17). No other main or interaction effects were found,
Fs(1, 144) < 2.71, p > .10, η2 < .021.

To summarize, when the target’s negative behavior was
described as common, the allegation included in the attack
was rated as more severe than when the negative behavior
was described as uncommon, and the attack was consid-
ered more convincing. This suggests that the prevalence
of negative behaviors in a certain context may activate
harsher evaluative standards, as well as a better evaluation
of the source of an attack. However, dimension typicality
did not influence the evaluation of the attacked target.
Counterfactual attacks on morality and leadership led to a
worse evaluation of the attacked target only when either
dimension was considered to be highly desirable for the pro-
fessional target, regardless of how typical such dimension
was of the target’s professional group in a given context.
Therefore, results from Study 3 further confirmed those
of Study 2, showing that counterfactual attacks are particu-
larly effective in leading recipients to compare a target’s
behavior with a hypothetical ideal behavior the target
should have followed.

General Discussion

Our research showed that counterfactual attacks against
members of two different professional categories are more
effective than corresponding non-counterfactual attacks.
Counterfactual attacks induce a more positive evaluation
of the attack and of the attack source, as well as a more
negative evaluation of the attacked target, as compared to
non-counterfactual attacks. In addition, our research
showed that counterfactual attacks are especially effective
when they focus on a personality dimension that is
regarded as highly desirable for the professional category
the attacked target belongs to (i.e., morality for politicians
and leadership for entrepreneurs).

These findings advance our understanding of the impact
of attacks on targets’ reputation from different points of
view.

First, the findings of the present studies corroborate and
extend previous findings regarding the effects of counter-
factual criticism on social judgment. In line with past
research (Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014b), we found that a
counterfactual attack against a politician is more persuasive
than a plain factual attack, leading to a poorer judgment of
the attacked target and, conversely, to a better judgment of
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the attack source. We found evidence that this is the case
not only for politicians but, under certain conditions, also
for other targets. This effect can be explained by recipients
perceiving counterfactual attacks as appropriate statements
according to the rules of good communication (Grice,
1975), as compared to non-counterfactual attacks, which
are easily recognized as hostile attempts at damaging the
target’s reputation. Consequently, in the absence of further
indications regarding the reliability of the source (see
Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014b, Study 2), counterfactual
attacks are less likely to be discarded than non-counterfac-
tual attacks. In addition to being perceived as less hostile, in
our research counterfactual attacks may have been more
persuasive thanks to some of their linguistic and pragmatic
features. Due to their additive structure (Roese, 1997), the
statements used in our counterfactual attack conditions
focused on alleged inactions (e.g., failing to disclose infor-
mation about one’s party or company), whereas the state-
ments used in the non-counterfactual attack conditions
focused on alleged negative actions (e.g., hiding the truth).
Past research has found that this distinction can affect
how people evaluate a past event, as inaction is often eval-
uated more negatively than action, and leads to more neg-
ative emotional responses (e.g., regret, Zeelenberg, Van den
Bos, Van Dijk, & Pieters, 2002). Future research might test
the differential perception of past behavior presented in
terms of either action or inaction, for instance comparing
the effectiveness of additive and subtractive counterfactual
attacks. As for the pragmatic features of the attacks, classic
research on the rhetoric use of presumption (Walton, 1993)
suggests that by presenting the allegation as a mere antece-
dent to a negative outcome, counterfactual attacks shift
recipients’ attention from the allegation itself to its conse-
quence. This might have induced our recipients to focus
on whether the outcome could or could not have been bet-
ter, taking the allegation for granted (Cariani & Rips, 2017;
Kervyn, Bergsieker, & Fiske, 2012). Further research might
investigate this hypothesis, for example by measuring to
what extent recipients of counterfactual attacks focus on
either part of the sentence, deem it plausible, and generate
counterarguments.

Second, our data show that counterfactual attacks are par-
ticularly effective when focusing on a personality dimension
that is considered desirable for the attacked target’s social
category. Counterfactual attacks regarding a very desirable
dimension induced a more negative evaluation of the attack
target than counterfactual attacks regarding a less desirable
dimension. Evidently, using a counterfactual attack implic-
itly pointing at a violation of a shared social norm is an effec-
tive way to highlight the contrast between what happened
andwhat should have happened, and thus influence judgment
on who has allegedly violated this norm. Past research

showed that counterfactual thinking is naturally triggered
by events and behaviors deviating from both routine
(Gavanski &Wells, 1989; Kahneman&Miller, 1986; Kahne-
man & Tversky, 1982) and social norms (Branscombe et al.,
1993; Catellani et al., 2004). Therefore, we might say that
counterfactual attacks are processed by recipients as a “nat-
ural” form of criticism, because they reproduce in commu-
nication the comparison between ideal and actual behavior
that individuals spontaneously perform when evaluating a
target. This raises the question on whether the inferential
process initiated by counterfactual communication is auto-
matic or controlled (Strack &Deutsch, 2004) by the individ-
ual exposed to it. Past research on upward counterfactual
thinking and its consequences in terms of attitudes, inten-
tions, and behaviors (Epstude & Roese, 2011) suggests that
whereas the elicitation of counterfactual thoughts is often
automatic, their subsequent processing can be checked,
stopped, and reconsidered with conscious effort (Goldinger,
Kleider, Azuma, & Beike, 2003). Individuals’ ability to con-
trol this process is particularly important when we consider
the potential consequences of counterfactual communica-
tion coming from an external source. Reassuringly, our find-
ings indicate that a counterfactual attack readily evokes a
social norm in recipients’mind, but it ultimately affects their
judgments only when the norm is deemed relevant by recip-
ients themselves.

Third, our research also contributes to understanding
which content dimensions of social judgment are most vul-
nerable to attacks. In our studies, counterfactual attacks
were more effective when they focused on the dimension
considered particularly desirable for the social category to
which the attacked target belonged. The dimension of
morality (sincerity, honesty, reliability) emerged as very
desirable for the category of politicians, and consistently
an attacked politician was evaluated more negatively when
the attack hinted at inadequate behavior related to this
dimension. Likewise, the dimension of leadership (determi-
nation, decisiveness, tenacity) emerged as very desirable
for the category of entrepreneurs, and consistently an entre-
preneur was judged more negatively when the attack hinted
at inadequate behavior related to this dimension.

According to our results, the desirability of the attacked
dimension matters more in the evaluation of a target,
whereas its typicality only affects the perceived severity of
the allegation and the overall credibility of the attack. This
might reflect recipients’ consideration that criticism is in
general more plausible when it focuses on more frequent,
rather than exceptional, violations. Such consideration,
however, does not seem to affect the evaluation of the
specific attacked target, which is based on a comparison
with the ideal, rather than actual, behavior of the social
category the target belongs to.
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Future research should further strengthen the study of
the effects of counterfactual attacks on different content
dimensions and different social and professional groups.
It would be also useful to extend the analysis to other social
categories where the desirability and typicality of different
dimensions may or may not overlap. Several studies have
shown that morality has a peculiar relevance in social judg-
ments (Brambilla et al., 2011; Leach et al., 2007). It is pos-
sible that expectations regarding morality are relatively
more likely to clash with the perception of individuals’
and groups’ actual behavior. If this is the case, the contrast
between desirability and typicality should generally be
more evident for morality than for other dimensions.

Understanding which dimensions are perceived as most
desirable for different social categories is an essential pre-
mise to understanding not only which attacks will most
likely be successful, but also how attacked targets may
respond to such criticism. Past findings on the effects of
defensive communication are conflicting (Kim, Dirks,
Cooper, & Ferrin, 2006; Kervyn et al., 2012). We already
know that counterfactual defences, like counterfactual
attacks, are more successful than non-counterfactual
defences because they are indirect (Bertolotti et al., 2013;
Catellani & Bertolotti, 2014a). However, it remains to be
investigated whether counterfactual defences can further
increase their success when they concern personality
dimensions that are considered very desirable for the social
category to which the defendant belongs.

Future research may also address some limitations of our
research. In particular, the limited number of participants in
our studies did not allow us to test for potential moderators
of the effectiveness of counterfactual attacks, such as recip-
ients’ endorsement of the norms evoked by counterfactual
attacks (including stereotypes regarding the behavior of dif-
ferent groups, and beliefs regarding its desirability). Future
studies may also explore the external validity of our find-
ings, by testing our hypotheses on participants with a differ-
ent background (e.g., adults and professionals) and
nationality. The latter point could be particularly interest-
ing, as it could provide some insight on the extent to which
the social norms we measured in Study 1 are influenced by
cultural and historical contingencies.

In conclusion, our results contribute to extending our
knowledge of the conditions under which counterfactual
attacks can be successful, corroborating the idea of a dual
pathway through which counterfactual communication
affects social judgment. On the one hand, by evoking an
appropriate comparison standard, a speaker using a coun-
terfactual attack can prompt the audience to compare what
a target person did with what should have been done
instead. On the other hand, the same speaker can exert
such influence without overtly criticizing the target, but

rather proposing an ostensibly innocuous “what if. . .”
scenario.
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