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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to see to what extent initial ethos affects audience statement 

evaluation, when it is only based on the recipient’s own previous knowledge and attitudes, 

activated through the attribution of the name of the sender. Some focus is also placed on what 

type of statements are more likely to be affected by name attribution in their evaluation. 

Previous research shows that the name of a well-known sender can influence how a statement 

is evaluated, that a sender’s reputation can shape persuasive outcomes independently of the 

actual and explicit content being communicated, and that source identity can affect how 

truthful a statement is perceived to be. However, the name of the sender is never presented 

alone with a statement, without either providing the sender’s reputation, information about the 

sender or full arguments, making it difficult to fully isolate the effect of the sender’s name. 

The thesis builds on a quantitative study as well as a topical analysis. A self-recruited group 

of participants were asked to evaluate quotes, visibly coming from either Donald Trump or 

Barack Obama in two versions of a survey. Half of the quotes purposefully had the wrong 

sender attributed to them, to see whether the quotes would be evaluated differently depending 

on the attributed sender. Analysis and results show a greater preference towards one of the 

senders when the quotes are divided by attributed sender, than when those same quotes are 

divided by true sender. They also showed that the quotes that received a generally larger point 

difference concerned more polarized issues. Probable reasons for the results can be found 

within the rhetorical field of identity theory, where both the identity of the recipient and the 

sender, shared or not, can have affected statement evaluation. In polarized issues the name 

more affects those who consider themselves opposed to the stated opinion, when it is 

attributed to the person associated with the opposite political side. 
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1. Introduction 

“Who said that?!”, the mouse-knight Reepicheep exclaims and pulls out his sword, ready to 

fight, at the incredible insult just directed at him: “He is so cute”. However, when he realizes 

that the comment came from none other than Queen Lucy, his voice softens as he withdraws 

his sword and calmly suggests that maybe “valiant” would be more appropriate for a knight 

of Narnia.1 

As in the example above, even popular culture reflects people’s tendency to change their 

attitude towards a message solely based on who it comes from. It seems natural that the 

sender and his or her message are inseparably connected with each other. A significant part of 

ancient rhetoric is built around this – ethos, which is one of the three pisteis entechnoi. 

However, in ancient rhetoric the focus was only on the ethos built during a speech and did not 

take into consideration how previous knowledge of the speaker affected the audience. 

Aristotle is quite determined on this matter and even says that ethos needs to be established 

during the course of the speech and that it cannot be established through the audience 

prejudices towards the speaker (Aristotle, 2006, I.2.1). 

Later rhetoric studies, however, have started to focus on what has come to be called initial 

ethos – the ethos that a speaker has prior to the beginning of a communicative act 

(McCroskey, 2016, p. 82). Research has shown that the relevance that the speaker’s 

background has to the subject affects the audience’s attitude towards what is being said and 

whether they experience him or her as credible or not (Aronson & Golden, 1962; Hurwitz et 

al., 1992). To the best of the authors’ knowledge, however, much less focus has been placed 

on initial ethos connected with the audience’s political preferences, and argumentative claim 

evaluation, rather than credibility evaluation. Since the main goal of rhetoric, according to 

Aristotle, is to observe means of persuasion (2006, I.2), it seems natural to research to what 

extent initial ethos persuades the audience to accept or not accept argumentative claims and 

not just gives credibility when it comes to factual claims.  

In a world where people more rarely listen to whole long speeches, and instead, through news 

media and social media posts, are provided with short quotes or statements from famous 

political figures, celebrities or influential figures, it becomes crucial to understand to what 

 
1 Scene summarized by the authors of this thesis from the movie The Chronicles of Narnia: 

Prince Caspian (2008), directed by Andrew Adamson. 
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extent people’s previous knowledge or attitudes towards the senders affect them upon 

receiving these statements2. 

The purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the rhetorical field of initial ethos and see to what 

extent it affects audience statement evaluation, when the initial ethos is only based on the 

audience’s own previous knowledge and attitudes. Our research questions are thus: To what 

extent can a famous person’s name alone act as an agency or ground for an argumentative 

claim? What in the statements makes the receiver more prone to be influenced by the name of 

the sender when evaluating some claims more than others? 

Before conducting our survey, our expectation was that the name of the sender can act as an 

agency or ground for an argumentative claim, and that it can completely change the way that 

certain claims are evaluated. Our expectations are confirmed in our results, which show a 

strong indicator that the name of the sender is a greater polarizing force than the actual claims 

themselves. We also expected that quotes touching on more polarized issues, while expressing 

an opinion more strongly associated with political identity, would create a stronger sender’s 

effect in the evaluation. This is also confirmed by our results. 

2. Previous Research 

This section focuses on previous research within the same rhetorical research field as the 

present study. Research connected to initial ethos and agency is presented first, followed by 

an outline of the research gap. 

2.1 Initial Ethos and Agency 

Tappin and Hewitt (2021) researched whether the influence of political party cues on policy 

opinions constitutes a lasting shift in attitude, or whether the influence was merely a short-

lived priming effect. Their panel survey exposed 854 American adults to the stated positions 

of Barack Obama and Donald Trump on five current policy issues, collecting opinions on 7-

point Likert scales, both immediately and in a follow-up survey conducted three days later. 

The influence of the party cues kept roughly half its original magnitude at follow-up, a 

finding that held even among participants who had not been asked to record their opinion at 

 
2  See news headlines such as “Merz: Climate protection must not hold economy back”, on 

Deutsche Welle (published on April 23rd, 2026). 
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the time of initial exposure, making it unlikely that the result simply reflected recalled 

answers. 

The study of Tappin and Hewitt (2021) connects to the present research on several levels. The 

most obvious connection is arguably that it demonstrates that associating a well-known 

political figure’s name with a statement produces a measurable, and durable effect on how 

that statement is received, and that this effect operates independently of the substantive merit 

of the position being communicated. This also aligns with the rhetorical concept of initial 

ethos, which is the persuasive weight a sender carries by prior reputation, status or image, 

before any arguments have been made.  

One limitation of Tappin and Hewitt’s (2021) design is that participants were always 

informed of the leader’s actual stance on each issue. The cue effect therefore cannot be 

cleanly separated from participants’ agreement or disagreement with the content itself. The 

present study addresses this by keeping statement content constant across two survey groups, 

while varying only the attributed sender, either correctly or incorrectly, assigning statements 

to Obama and Trump, thereby creating a more precise test of whether sender identity, rather 

than content, drives the evaluative response. The selection of Obama and Trump as stimulus 

figures serves the same function here as in Tappin and Hewitt (2021). Both figures are 

globally recognizable, politically polarized, and reliably activate strong prior attitudes among 

respondents. 

The broader principle that a sender’s standing shapes persuasive outcomes, beyond what is 

actually argued, has been demonstrated in non-political contexts as well. Manzoor et al. 

(2023) conducted a large-scale study of online deliberation using seven years of debate data 

from the ChangeMyView platform, which over one million exchanges in which participants 

explicitly signaled whether their opinion had been changed. By using neural language models 

to account for the content of each argument, the authors were able to isolate the effect of a 

debater’s reputation as a distinct variable. Their results showed that a modest increase in 

reputation produced a 31% rise in the likelihood of successfully persuading an interlocutor, a 

finding that remained standing across multiple model specifications. Drawing explicitly on 

the rhetorical concept of ethos, Manzoor et al. (2023) interpret this as evidence that reputation 

functions as a cognitive shortcut. In other words, a low-effort signal that recipients rely on 

when evaluating the quality of an argument, particularly under conditions of informational 

complexity. This is relevant to the present study as it provides empirical support for the 
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theoretical premise – that sender identity can carry persuasive force independently of 

argument content. The present study takes this further by removing the argument ground 

altogether, leaving the sender’s name as the only available signal, and thus creating an even 

more direct test of the initial ethos effect compared to the study made by Manzoor et al. 

(2023). 

At a more general level, the relationship between source identity and statement evaluation is 

also supported by Nadarevic et al. (2020). Nadarevic et al. (2020) examined how source 

credibility, repeated exposure, and presentation format together influenced judgments of truth. 

Across four experiments in which participants rated the perceived truthfulness of statements 

on Likert scales, they found a clear and consistent advantage for statements attributed to 

credible sources, over those attributed to non-credible or the ones presented without any 

source information. This effect was additive with the effect of repetition but held regardless of 

prior exposure, suggesting that source identity constitutes an independent judgment cue rather 

than a secondary factor. Although the study does not address political figures specifically, the 

findings of the study support the broader claim that a sender’s identity, even when 

communicated through nothing more than a name or label shapes how a claim is received and 

evaluated. 

2.2 Research Gap 

The previous research presented above share a common limitation, which is that the sender’s 

identity is presented alongside some form of content. In Tappin and Hewitt (2021), 

participants were always told what position Obama or Trump actually held on the presented 

issue. This means that when a participant updated their opinion, it is not fully possible to 

know whether it was the name of the famous political figure that influenced them or whether 

it was the fact that they now knew what that person’s actual position was. In Manzoor et al. 

(2023), the reputation of the debater was visible next to a written argument. Because the 

reputation of the debater was visible, the reader could be influenced by either the quality of 

the argument, or the reputation of the debater, or perhaps the combination of both. Looking at 

Nadarevic et al. (2020), statements were attributed to either a credible or non-credible source 

or presented with no information regarding the source at all. Although the research of 

Nadarevic et al. (2020) comes close to isolating the effect of the source, the credibility label 

itself could carry implicit information about the sender’s expertise or status. In all three cases, 

the name or reputation and some form of content appear together, making it difficult to fully 

isolate one from the other.  
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What remains untested is whether a sender’s name alone is sufficient to shift how a statement 

is evaluated, and this gap is what the present study addresses. By keeping the content of the 

statement identical across two survey groups, while only swapping who the statement is 

attributed to, the design aims to remove the content variable from the equation entirely. Both 

groups read the same statements, but one group sees them attributed to Barack Obama, while 

the other sees them as attributed to Donald Trump. If evaluations still differ between the two 

groups, then the name itself must be the main cause, since nothing else other than the name of 

the sender has changed. 

This also connects to a broader gap in rhetorical literature. While theoretically, the concept of 

initial ethos is quite well established, empirical studies testing its effect in isolation without 

the interference of derived ethos or argumentative content seems to be scarce. Most research 

on ethos and credibility tends to measure its effect in combination with some argumentative 

content, which does not really evaluate or determine how much of the persuasive power is 

actually connected to the identity of the sender alone. This thesis contributes to this by filling 

that gap by offering a more direct, yet controlled test of initial ethos than what the previous 

research has been providing, using two of the most recognizable and influential political 

figures in the world as stimulus material. 

3. Theoretical Standpoints 

The following section contains explanations for theoretical terms and concepts used during 

the research. It includes initial ethos, Toulmin’s model of argumentation, doxa, quantitative 

research, mathematical formulas, and topical analysis. 

3.1 Initial Ethos 

The concept of ethos has been a central part of rhetorical theory since the time of Aristotle, 

who described it as the most powerful of the three modes of persuasion (McCroskey, 2016). 

McCroskey (2016) defines ethos as “the attitude toward a source of communication held at a 

given time by a receiver” (p. 82). In other words, ethos is not something that belongs to the 

sender as a fixed quality, but it is a perception that exists in the mind of the recipient, and that 

perception can vary depending on who the recipient is. 

There are three forms of ethos based on when they occur in the communicative act. Initial 

ethos refers to the ethos that the sender has before the communicative act begins, in other 

words, it is the impression the recipient already has of the sender before anything has been 
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said. Derived ethos is the ethos that develops during the act of communication, and is shaped 

by factors such as content, delivery and the presentation of the message itself. Lastly, there is 

Terminal ethos, which is the ethos that remains after the communicative act has ended 

(McCroskey, 2016, pp. 82-83). 

For the present study, initial ethos is the most relevant of the three. Initial ethos has a 

profound influence on how persuasive communication is received, because it shapes whether 

the recipient is willing to pay attention to the message and how open they are to accepting it 

before any arguments have been made. McCroskey (2016) explains that “we are more likely 

to expose ourselves to sources we perceive as having high source credibility; and we are 

likely to pay more attention to such high-credibility sources even if we do not have a choice 

of whether or not to be exposed” (p. 90). This means that a sender’s pre-existing reputation, 

status or image can determine how that sender’s words are evaluated, regardless of what those 

words actually say. 

This theoretical foundation is what the present study is built on. By attributing identical 

statements to either Barack Obama or Donald Trump, the design isolates the effect of initial 

ethos from the ones of derived ethos. The design is executed in a way so that the content of 

the statement is held constant, while the sender’s pre-existing image is the only thing that 

changes between groups. If the evaluations of the statements differ between the groups, the 

difference can then be attributed to initial ethos, since nothing else changed except the 

sender’s name. 

3.2 Toulmin’s Model of Argumentation 

According to the model that Toulmin (2003) presents, every argument consists of a claim or 

conclusion, a datum or ground, and a warrant (pp. 89-95). The claim is simply the statement 

or opinion that the argument presents, the datum is the reason for the claim being acceptable, 

and the warrant is an explanation for the reasonability of the connection between the claim 

and the datum. In this thesis, argumentative claims are used for the quotes in the survey. 

3.3 Doxa 

Doxa is a rhetorical concept that refers to the shared opinions, beliefs, and assumptions that 

are commonly accepted. Amossy (2002) describes doxa as everything that is “considered true, 

or at least probable, by a majority of people” (p. 369). This means that doxa includes what is 

often referred to as common sense, common knowledge, public opinions, or shared values. 
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The persuasive force of what is being perceived as doxic, does not come from being 

objectively true, but from being widely accepted as reasonable within a given audience. In 

this thesis, doxa becomes relevant when looking at quotes that touch on opinions that the 

majority of people tend to agree on, regardless of political side.  

3.4 Quantitative Research 

The quantitative research involves collecting and analyzing data in numerical form, in order 

to test hypotheses and draw conclusions beyond the specific group being studied (Ghanad, 

2023; Lim, 2024). This method is based on the idea that some aspects of human behavior and 

attitudes can be translated and expressed as numbers, and that patterns can be found through 

statistical analysis. The data that quantitative research produces is therefore quite broad, and is 

suited to identifying general patterns, measuring how widespread an attitude is, as well as for 

comparing different groups. However, it does not always capture the individual reasoning, 

context, or personal meaning behind those numbers. This is what makes it distinguishable 

from the qualitative research, which instead aims to understand subjective experiences, 

motivations, and meanings in depth, but it lacks the same ability to generalize or measure how 

common something is (Ghanad, 2023; Lim, 2024). In order words, quantitative research is 

great at showing that something occurs and to what extent, while qualitative research is better 

suited to explaining why and how something is experienced. 

This study uses a quantitative survey design where respondents rate statements on Likert 

scales, which is a way of measuring attitudes by asking respondents how strongly they agree 

or disagree with a statement (Jamieson, 2026). A Likert scale typically ranges from a scale 

from 1-5 or 1-7, where the lowest rating of 1 represents strongly disagree, and the highest 

rating represents strongly agree. Since the responses are recorded as numbers, it makes it 

possible to turn the respondents’ attitudes into numerical values that later can be compared 

and analyzed. The kind of knowledge a Likert scale can generate is therefore a measurement 

of how strong an attitude is and in which direction it is leaning towards. 

3.5 Mathematical Formulas 

In order to analyze the results of the study a few simple mathematical formulas are used. The 

first is calculating the arithmetic mean, also known as the average. This is done by dividing 

the sum of the numeric values of the observations by the total number of observations 

(Cuemath, accessed 2026-04-20). 
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The absolute difference is also calculated in the analysis. This is done by calculating the 

distance between two numbers, without taking into consideration which is the bigger or 

smaller number, resulting in the difference always having a positive numeric value 

(Mathspace, accessed 2026-04-20). 

In order to validate the results of a survey as statistically significant, calculating the p-value is 

beneficial. The p-value is the probability that the results observed in the research can be 

obtained under the assumption that the null hypothesis – that nothing has affected the results – 

is correct. It does not measure the probability of the results of the research, but if it is likely 

that they are obtained if the null hypothesis is true. A low p-value, usually below 0.05, is thus 

good for result and analysis validation. Standard normal distribution is used to calculate this, 

and it can be done with help from mathematical tools like Excel and Geogebra. 

3.6 Topical Analysis 

Topical analysis is a rhetorical method used to identify recurring themes, or topoi, in a piece 

of communication and to examine how those themes carry meaning beyond their literal 

content (Bloomfield & Tillery, 2018). Topoi, are therefore not just topics, but themes that 

come with cultural, political, or ideological associations. Bloomfield and Tillery (2018) 

describe topoi as themes that “do ideological work, as they offer the audience a set of 

assumptions or narratives that rely on the audience’s ideological assumptions”. This means 

that the same topic can be received in a totally different way depending on which ideological 

associations it activates in the audience. 

4. Material and Method 

To answer the research questions a quantitative study of survey answers was conducted. The 

survey was not aimed at a specific demographic, nor was the intention to create a 

representative sample of the population, so the sample consisted of a self-recruited group of 

respondents, in a way similar to the research conducted by Wolrath Söderberg and Wormbs 

(2022, p. 209). The link to the survey was posted to various social media channels and groups, 

accessed by the authors of the thesis, potentially exposing the survey to a pool of over 45 000 

people. This fact, in addition to the survey not asking for any personal information, gave each 

of the 58 respondents a very high degree of anonymity. 

The survey (see Appendix 1) consisted of two pages, the first of which contained general 

information and a question regarding to what extent the participants were familiar with 
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Donald Trump and Barack Obama. The second page existed in two versions and either one of 

the two was assigned to each respondent. Both versions contained the same eight quotes, half 

of which were taken from Donald Trump’s address to the United Nations General Assembly 

in New York City in 2025, and the other half from Barack Obama’s address to the same in 

2016 (see Appendix 1). In the first version half of Trump’s quotes were falsely connected 

with Obama, and vice versa, while half of the quotes remained connected with their true 

sender. The other version contained the same quotes, but the quotes that were incorrectly 

connected to a sender in the first version, were now correctly connected to their sender and 

vice versa. 

The chosen quotes, to the best of the authors’ abilities, only contained argument statements or 

claims, without any supporting argument, so that the only “argument” for each statement 

(outside of the respondents’ own thoughts), was the name connected with it. The aim was to 

see to what extent the name acted as an argument in and of itself, by comparing if the attitudes 

towards the quotes differed depending on the sender, or if individual respondents consistently 

are more positive or negative towards quotes from either of the two senders, even when the 

quote is not truly his. 

The respondents were asked to evaluate to what extent, on a Likert scale from 1 to 7, they 

agreed with each presented quote. Half of the participants responded to the first version of the 

survey and the other half to the second version. Afterwards the results were then put in a table 

and calculations and analysis were made (see Appendix 2).  

First the average evaluation of each quote was calculated depending on the sender, by adding 

all individual answers to the quote and dividing the sum by the number of answers. The 

results of these calculations were put in a table which indicated the average evaluation of each 

quote depending on its sender as well as the absolute difference between the two versions, to 

see if there were any general patterns in preference towards one of the two senders in each 

quote’s case. 

Secondly, the sum of each respondent’s evaluation of Trump-attributed and Obama-attributed 

quotes was calculated, as well as the absolute difference between the two sums. This was to 

indicate whether there existed any clear individual preference towards either sender, and how 

“strong” this preference was. The same was done, with the difference that the quotes now 

were divided by their true sender, to see if preferences existed in this instance, and whether it 
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was stronger or weaker than preferences towards attributed senders. The mean of the two 

differences was calculated so a more general comparison could be made between preference 

towards attributed sender and preference towards true sender. These numbers were also put in 

a table. 

A closer analysis of who the preferred sender was in each individual respondent’s case was 

also made, to see if he remained the same when looking at preferred attributed and true 

sender. The cases in which inconsistencies were observed were more closely looked at to see 

if any of them were more interesting in showing large differences between preferred attributed 

sender and true sender. 

The p-value was also calculated for the average difference between attributed senders as well 

as true senders. Depending on what values were put in a standard normal distribution curve, 

different p-values were obtained, since the data could be looked at from different angles, 

which in some cases did not truly follow a standard normal distribution very well. The most 

satisfying p-value calculation is therefore explained below. 

Each respondent’s total points given in evaluating the quotes was divided into two equal 

halves – indicating the null-hypothesis, that nothing affected how the respondents evaluated 

the quotes. Because if the attributed sender or the true sender did not affect what points were 

given to the statements, which would be the null hypothesis in this case, then when the quotes 

were divided by attributed or true sender, they would receive exactly half of the total points 

given to all the quotes. Then the average “half of the points” and the standard deviation of this 

value were calculated. 

This gave the parameters of a normal standard distribution, which could be used to calculate 

the probability of obtaining the research results if the null hypothesis is true. The center of the 

normal standard distribution curve thus indicated no difference between the points given to 

the two halves of the quotes. The mean previously calculated for the average point difference 

between attributed senders was put in the normal standard deviation curve in order to 

calculate the probability of its occurrence under the conditions of the null hypothesis. The 

same was done with the average point difference between true senders. If the probability 

amounted to less than 0.05 the results obtained were considered to be statistically significant. 

In addition to the statistical analysis of the survey results, a topical analysis was used to look 

more closely at why some quotes were more affected by the attributed sender than others. 
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After the statistical results were calculated, the quotes were sorted by the size of the score 

difference between Obama-attribution and Trump-attribution. The two quotes with the largest 

difference and the two quotes with the smallest difference were then selected for closer 

analysis. The aim with this analysis was to identify what topoi these quotes touched on, and to 

examine whether the size of the sender effect was connected to the type of topic the quote 

referred to. 

By combining the statistical analysis with this rhetorical approach, the study not only looked 

at whether the attributed sender affected how the quotes were evaluated. It also made it 

possible to examine why some quotes were more affected by the attributed sender than the 

others. Through this combined approach, the study could go beyond simply measuring the 

sender's effect, providing a deeper understanding of what conditions made the sender’s name 

carry more or less weight in shaping how the message was received. 

5. Background 

This section contains background information of Barack Obama, Donald Trump, and the 

rising polarization in politics. The information presented is relevant in order to understand the 

analysis and results. 

5.1 Barack Obama and Donald J. Trump 

Barack Obama and Donald J. Trump are two well-known political figures that represent 

opposite ends of the American political spectrum. Obama is a Democrat and is associated 

with progressive policies, while Trump is a Republican whose presidency became 

synonymous with nationalism and political polarization. Both are among the most recognized 

political figures in the world, and both reliably trigger strong pre-existing attitudes among the 

public, which is the reason why they were chosen for this study. 

5.1.1 Barack Obama 

Barack Obama was elected the 44th President of the United States 2008, becoming the first 

ever African American to hold the office. Obama served two terms from 2009 to 2017. In 

2009, Obama was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. During his time as president, some of the 

most notable things he did were introducing the Affordable Care Act, signing the Paris 

Agreement on climate change, and withdrawing troops from Iraq (Mendell & Wallenfeldt, 

2026; Obama Presidential Library, May 19, 2026) 
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Obama’s election and presidency also became the trigger for something that shifted the 

American political polarization. In 2009, a new political movement called the Tea Party 

emerged on the right. This movement was a direct reaction to Obama’s presidency, to how his 

administration handled the financial crisis, and to what its supporters saw as too much 

government control (Rafail & McCarthy, 2024). The movement was driven by both economic 

concerns and a strong cultural and racial backlash against what Obama’s election represented 

in terms of demographic and political change (Rafail & McCarthy, 2024).  

Although the Tea Party movement faded by the mid-2010s, the movement’s influence on the 

republican party did not fade. Scholars argue that the movement had left such an impression 

that it later paved the way for Donald Trump and the MAGA (Make America Great Again) 

movement, by bringing aggressive rhetoric in the political establishment, conspiracy theories 

about Obama, and a confrontational style of politics into the Republican party – something 

that Donald Trump later used as a foundation of his own campaign (Berlet & Sunshine, 2024). 

5.1.2 Donald J. Trump 

Unlike Obama, Trump had no prior political or military experience before he entered the 

presidential race. In 2016, Trump ran as the Republican candidate, defeating the Democratic 

nominee Hillary Clinton. This win is described as one of the biggest upsets in American 

political history. He served as the 45th President from 2017 to 2021, and was later on elected 

again in 2024, becoming the 47th President, and only the second person throughout American 

history to serve two non-consecutive terms (Duignan, 2026; Trump Presidential Library, May 

19, 2026). 

During his first term, Trump also became the only president in history to have been 

impeached twice. The first impeachment happened in 2019, in connection with a phone call 

between Trump and the president of Ukraine – where he was accused of using his office to 

pressure a foreign government for personal political gain. The second impeachment took 

place in January 2021 and centered on his role in the events that led up to the Capitol attack 

on January 6th, 2021. In both of the cases, the senate voted to acquit him, meaning he was not 

removed from office. Being the only federal official in U.S. history to be impeached twice is a 

unique part of his political legacy (Library of Congress, May 19, 2026). 

Even though Obama and Trump are different in many ways, they share one important 

contribution to modern American politics. They were both among the first U.S. presidents to 
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use social media as a main tool of communication to the public, whereas previous presidents 

mainly used traditional media, such as television and newspapers to reach people. Through 

platforms like X (previously called Twitter), Obama and Trump communicated directly and 

instantly to their followers, which allowed them to build a much closer and more immediate 

relationship with the public (Alshaabi et al., 2021).  

Obama is sometimes referred to as the first ever “social media president”, since he was the 

first to ever use different social platforms to both organize and mobilize his supporters during 

his campaign in 2008. Trump later took this social media use one step further by 

communicating in a much more informal, personal and confrontational style during his 

presidency (Alshaabi et al., 2021).  

5.2 The Rising Polarization in Politics 

Over the past few decades, political polarization has grown significantly, especially in the 

United States. Research shows that Americans have not only become more divided in terms of 

policy preferences, but they have also become more emotionally hostile toward those on the 

opposite side of the political spectrum (Druckman et al., 2020). This phenomenon is known as 

affective polarization, which refers to the tendency for people to feel increasing dislike and 

distrust toward members of the opposing political party, at a level beyond just disagreeing 

with their policies. Studies also show that this form of polarization has reached historically 

high levels in the United States and is growing faster than in most of the other comparable 

democracies (Boxwell et al., 2020). 

This divide has serious consequences. Research has found that strongly polarized individuals 

have the tendency to evaluate political information differently depending on who delivers it. 

Instead of assessing their content on its own merits – strongly polarized individuals are 

filtering messages through their existing partisan attitudes (Druckman et al., 2020). This 

means that who says something, increasingly matters as much as what is actually being said.  

Obama and Trump are two figures sitting at the center of this polarization. Their presidencies 

followed one another, and the big contrast between them – their background, their rhetoric 

and their values were so different that they became defining symbols of the Democratic and 

Republican divide. Strong attitudes toward both figures are well documented, and those 

attitudes tend to be deeply felt and stable over time. This makes them particularly useful as 
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stimulus figures in our study, examining how a sender's name shapes the reception and 

attitude towards a message. 

6. Results and Analysis 

In this section the most significant results of the survey and an analysis of these are presented 

in two main sub-sections. The first part focuses on the individual quotes and the results that 

they obtained, depending on who the attributed sender was. The second sub-section takes a 

look at differences internally, and to what extent preferences existed within individual 

answers, independently of whether they evaluated Trump or Obama quotes higher. 

6.1 Results of Different Quotes3 

6.1.1 Different Quotes’ Results Depending on Sender 

Looking at the overall results of the survey, most of the quotes received a relatively high score 

of agreement from the respondents, regardless of who the attributed sender was. The majority 

of the average scores landed somewhere in the upper half of the Likert scale, scaling between 

1 and 7 (see table 2 in Appendix 2). This suggests that, in general, the respondents were 

willing to agree with the statements presented to them. However, when looking closer at the 

collected data, there were some quotes that showed clear differences depending on whether a 

quote was attributed to Obama or Trump.  

The most disagreed with quote of the entire survey was “Immigration and the high cost of so-

called green renewable energy is destroying a large part of the free world and a large part of 

our planet,” when attributed to Trump (see table 2 in Appendix 2). The average score for this 

attribution was 1.97 (rounded up), which indicates strong disagreement among respondents. 

What is interesting is that the exact same quote – word for word, was evaluated noticeably 

more positively when it was attributed to Obama, with an average score of 3.69 (see table 2 in 

Appendix 2). While the score itself does not reflect strong agreement, it is significantly closer 

to a neutral position compared to the score the quote received under Trump’s name. The 

difference between the two attributions is 1.72 points, which is a pretty substantial gap 

considering that the only thing that changed was the name of the sender. Worth mentioning is 

that Trump got 16 respondents rating this quote a 1, while Obama only had 3 respondents 

rating it that low (see table 1 in Appendix 2). The fact that an identical quote was able to 

 
3 Written by Kritsana Phaithong 
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produce such different responses illustrates how strongly the attributed sender can influence 

how an argument or statement is received. 

The most agreed with quote of the survey was “We must reject any forms of fundamentalism 

or racism or a belief in ethnic superiority”, when attributed to Obama, where the quote 

received an average score of 6.45, which is close to the upper limit of the scale, indicating that 

respondents almost unanimously agreed with the statement under Obama’s name. This is 

further reinforced when looking at the fact that 22 respondents rated the quote a 7, which is 

the highest score possible on the Likert scale. When the same quote was attributed to Trump, 

only 14 respondents gave it a score of 7 (see table 1 in Appendix 2). Looking at the average 

score of the quote when attributed to Trump, it averages 5.72. While this is still a relatively 

high average score, suggesting that most respondents of the survey agreed with the statement 

regardless of who said it, the difference is still worth noting. The difference in average points 

here is 0.72, which indicates that respondents were slightly more inclined to agree with the 

statement when it was associated with Obama, compared to Trump. One possible reason the 

gap is smaller in this case – compared to the most disagreed quote, is that the statement itself, 

condemning racism and fundamentalism, is widely considered to be uncontroversial and 

broadly agreeable, in other words doxic. This may have limited how much the attributed 

sender could influence the evaluation. 

When looking at the results across all quotes, the differences are generally quite small. Some 

respondents preferred Trump’s quotes over Obama’s and vice versa – evening out the scores. 

This means that the clearest patterns in the collected data are most visible when individual 

quotes are examined in isolation, rather than when the results are summarized or combined in 

their entirety. It also suggests that the influence of the sender’s name is not necessarily 

uniform across the respondent group but instead depends on the individual respondent’s pre-

existing attitudes toward Obama and Trump. 

When it comes to point differences, the largest was found in the quote “Immigration and the 

high cost of so-called green renewable energy is destroying a large part of the free world and 

a large part of our planet”, with a difference of 1.72 points between the two attributions. The 

second largest, with a difference of 1.03 points, was found in the quote “...refugees who come 

to our countries have to do more to adopt to the customs and conventions of the communities 

that are now providing them a home” (see table 2 in Appendix 2). 
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On the other end, the smallest difference was found in the quote “I believe advanced 

economies still need to do more to close the gap between rich and poor nations around the 

globe”, where the two attributions received the exact same score, showing no difference at all. 

The second smallest difference was found in the quote “Every sovereign nation must have the 

right to control their own borders”, with a difference of only 0.28 points between the two 

attributions (see table 2 in Appendix 2). 

6.1.2 Why Are Some Quotes More Affected by their Sender? (Topical Analysis) 

The results in the previous section 6.1.1 raise a follow-up question: why did some quotes 

show a large gap between Obama and Trump attributions, while others showed only a small 

one? To answer the question, this section turns to topical analysis. In order to do the analysis, 

the two quotes with the largest difference in scores between Obama and Trump attributions, 

were compared with the two quotes that had the smallest difference. The aim of this analysis 

was to see whether the quotes of each group (the largest difference and the smallest 

difference) shared any common topoi, as well as what distinguishes the two groups from each 

other. 

The two quotes that scored the largest difference in scores were “Immigration and the high 

cost of so-called green renewable energy is destroying a large part of the free world and a 

large part of our planet”, with a 1.72 point difference, and “...refugees who come to our 

countries have to do more to adopt to the customs and conventions of the communities that 

are now providing them a home”, with a 1.03 point difference (see table 2 in Appendix 2). 

Both of these quotes touch on topoi with strong ties to political identity. Immigration, 

refugees, environmental policy and national identity are all topics that are heavily coded as 

partisan dividing lines in political discourse. They are also topics where the two sides of the 

political spectrum often hold opposing views. This means that any opinion expressed on them 

tends to be associated with a political side. When a quote draws on this kind of topoi, the 

respondent is more likely to evaluate it not only based on the content of the statement, but 

also based on whether the attributed sender feels like the “right” or “wrong” person to be 

expressing such a view in the first place. This explains why the sender’s name had such a big 

influence on the scores, affecting how these two quotes were evaluated.  

In contrast, the two quotes with the smallest difference in scores were “I believe advanced 

economies still need to do more to close the gap between rich and poor nations around the 

globe”, which got equal scores, and “Every sovereign nation must have the right to control 
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their own borders”, only showing a 0.28 point difference between the senders  (see table 2 in 

Appendix 2). These two quotes touch on topoi that are less polarizing, even when the topics 

themselves – economic inequality and border control, can be quite charged politically. When 

looking at the phrasing of the statements, we see that the way they are phrased aligns with 

values that are doxic and broadly accepted across the political spectrum. Most people, 

regardless of political identity, agree that wealthier countries should help the countries that are 

less wealthy, and sovereign nations have the right to manage their own borders. Since the 

opinions that are being expressed in these quotes are not as strongly associated with one 

political side, the attributed sender has less room to influence how the quotes are evaluated. 

The reason is that the respondent does not have to take a political side in order to agree or 

disagree with the statements, which limits how much the sender effect can come into play. 

What distinguishes the two groups – the quotes with the largest score difference and the 

quotes with the smallest score difference, is therefore not only whether the topic itself is 

politically charged, but whether the opinion in the quote is one that is clearly tied to a 

particular political side. In the quotes with the largest score difference, the opinion is strongly 

connected to one political position, which sets off a partisan reaction, making the sender’s 

name carry even more weight. When we instead look at the quotes with the smallest score 

difference, the opinion stated is one that would be considered doxic, one that most people tend 

to agree on – regardless of what side they take politically, which weakens the partisan 

reaction and limits how much the sender’s name can influence the evaluation.  

This pattern is further supported by empirical research on how political topics are perceived. 

Bordalo et al. (2020) found that people tend to exaggerate the differences between political 

parties on issues they personally care deeply about or have a connection to. This means that 

the more important the topic feels for someone, the bigger they perceive the partisan divide to 

be. When applied to this study, it suggests that quotes about topics that respondents strongly 

connect to their own political identity will produce larger gaps between Obama and Trump 

attributions, while quotes about topics most people broadly agree on will produce smaller 

ones. The variations seen in the results are therefore not random. It follows a pattern – the 

more politically charged the topic is for the respondent, the stronger the sender’s effect. 

6.2 Results of Internal Evaluation Difference4 

 
4 Written by Stina Modesha 
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6.2.1 Internal Difference in Points Given to Each Attributed Versus True Sender 

In this part of the analysis an internal analysis of each respondent’s answers is made in order 

to establish if it can be concluded whether the names of political figures have affected their 

statement evaluation. Individual analysis is important in order to see whether the respondents 

are affected by the sender’s name in any way, independent of if this happens in favor of 

Trump or Obama. This is in contrast to the previous sub-section, in which individual 

preferences for Trump or Obama made general analysis of the effect of the name attribution 

harder. 

For each of the respondents, the quotes are first divided into Trump-attributed versus Obama-

attributed ones, and then into true Trump quotes versus true Obama quotes (see Table 3 in 

Appendix 2). When the quotes are divided into Trump- and Obama-attributed, the sum of 

points for the two lumps of quotes is calculated. Then the absolute value of the difference 

between them is calculated. When the mean of this difference is calculated, the average 

difference of the Trump- versus Obama-attributed quotes amounts to 6.10 points, independent 

of whether Trump or Obama received a higher score from the individual respondent. In other 

words, when respondents were evaluating the quotes they gave an average total of 6.10 points 

more to, what they thought was, either of the two senders.  

When the quotes are divided into true Trump and Obama quotes, and the sums of points of 

the two lumps of quotes, as well as the average difference between the two is calculated, it 

amounts to 3 points. Again, this is independent of whether true Trump or Obama quotes 

received the higher score in individual responses. This means that each respondent gave an 

average total of 3 points more to the quotes actually coming from either of the two senders.  

The difference in points that the respondents gave, when the quotes are divided by their true 

sender, is thus more than two times less than the average difference between Trump- versus 

Obama-attributed quotes. This means that the name attributed to the statement more affected 

how people evaluated the quote, than who they actually came from, which should be more 

connected to the senders’ true opinions, and with that to the opinions of the people who 

support them. 

When looking at version 1 of the survey, where the most disagreed with and the most agreed 

with quotes occur, as described in the previous section, this difference is even greater in 

number. Here the average difference between Trump- versus Obama-attributed quotes is 8.28 
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points, but the average difference between true Trump versus Obama quotes stays close to the 

average for the whole survey – 2.98 points (see Table 3 in Appendix 2). This, of course, 

means that in version 2 of the survey, the difference is not as great between the scores 

depending on the attributed sender. However, this still confirms what the results as a whole 

show – that the name attributed to the quote affects how people evaluate the statement, since 

the only difference between the two surveys, which made the two quotes in version 1 the most 

disagreed with and the most agreed with quotes, is what name was attributed to them. 

6.2.2 Internal Inconsistencies in Preferred Sender 

When we look at which sender the individual respondents preferred (see Table 3 in Appendix 

2) – in other words – gave a higher total score to, when divided by attributed sender, 35 

people preferred Obama, 20 preferred Trump and 3 gave an equal total score to the two. 

When divided by the true sender the results show something different – 43 people preferred 

Obama, 13 – Trump and 2 gave a neutral scoring. This means that some internal 

inconsistencies need to exist, in which respondents potentially thought that they gave one 

sender a higher score, but actually gave the other more points. 

Taking a closer look at this, we see that out of the 20 that gave Trump-attributed quotes a 

higher score, 12 actually preferred true Obama quotes, and 2 actually gave both an equal 

amount of points. Out of the 35 that gave Obama attributed quotes the higher score, 6 actually 

preferred the true Trump quotes. When it comes to those who gave an equal score to both, 2 

actually preferred Obama and 1 actually preferred Trump. This gives us a total of 23 cases out 

of 58 respondents, in which inconsistencies occur, which is about 39,7 % of the respondents.  

Even though in many of the cases, these differences had smaller margins, it is interesting to 

take a look at some of the cases, in which the differences are quite large. In two of the cases 

(see respondent 13 and 16 in Table 3 in Appendix 2) where people gave Obama-attribution a 

higher score, they had evaluated his attributed quotes with a total of 13 and 7 points more than 

the Trump-attributed quotes. In reality however, both had given Trump 1 point more in total. 

Note that the average difference in Trump- versus Obama-attributed quotes is 6.10 points, 

which means that these two respondents were above, and even well above, average in their 

preference towards Obama. The same can be observed with people who gave Trump-

attribution a higher score, here four respondents (see respondents 10, 37, 51 and 54 in Table 3 

in Appendix 2) gave an above average higher score to Trump- than Obama-attributed quotes – 

12, 11, 8 and 7 points more respectively. When looking at how these respondents evaluated 
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the true Trump versus Obama quotes, one landed at a 0 point difference, and the others at 1, 3 

and 4 points more to Obama.  

Since both the surveys had half of the Trump quotes be Trump-attributed and half Obama-

attributed, and the same with true Obama quotes, this means that these differences cannot be 

because of an uneven attribution. This means that there is a chance that these respondents 

gave higher scores to quotes falsely attributed to their preferred sender, than the quotes 

correctly attributed to their preferred sender, or disagreed with the quotes falsely attributed to 

their less preferred sender, than the ones correctly attributed to him. That would mean that 

they actually prefer, not the true opinions of the sender they thought they gave the higher 

score, but the image that they have of that person. Even though this is not something observed 

in a majority of the cases it is still interesting to note that in 39,7 % of the individual cases 

inconsistencies like these occur. 

6.2.3 Validation of the Results through Calculating P-values 

Depending on what values were put in a standard normal distribution curve, different p-values 

were obtained, since the data could be looked at, and from different angles at that, which in 

some cases did not truly follow a standard normal distribution very well. The most satisfying 

p-value calculation is therefore explained below (see also Table 4, Table 5, Figure 1 and 

Figure 2 in Appendix 2). 

Each respondent’s total points given in evaluating the quotes is divided into two equal halves 

– indicating the null hypothesis, that nothing affected how the respondents evaluated the 

quotes. Because if the attributed sender or the true sender did not affect what points were 

given to the statements, which would be our null hypothesis, then when the quotes were 

divided by attributed or true sender, they would receive exactly half of the total points given 

to all the quotes. When we did this, any half of the quotes received an average of 21.33 points. 

The standard deviation of this value is calculated to 2.66. 

When looking at all the respondent’s answers, the average total of points given to the 

preferred attributed sender, in each individual respondent’s case, is 24.38 points. Doing the 

same with the average total of points given to the less preferred attributed sender, in each 

individual respondent’s case, it amounts to 18.28 points. The average difference between the 

higher and lower score is thus 6,10 points. Such a distance from the center, the mean, of the 

standard normal distribution curve, gives a P-value of 0.0109. This number is less than 0.05 
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and indicates that our results are statistically significant. In other words, if the null hypothesis 

– that the attributed sender does not affect the quote evaluation – is true, then the chances that 

our results have just happened by chance are so low, that the null hypothesis is not very likely 

to be true. 

If the same is done with the more preferred versus less preferred statements depending on the 

true sender (or supposedly actually preferred politics of a political side), the P-value is 0,130. 

This is a low probability for occurring even if the null hypothesis is true, but not low enough 

to be entirely statistically significant. This means that the difference in points that people gave 

to the quotes, depending on the true sender, is not large enough to indicate that people 

certainly were affected by it when answering the survey. 

We then see that it is not probable that the null hypothesis can obtain the results observed 

when dividing the points given, by better or less preferred attributed sender. It cannot be as 

statistically acclaimed that the respondents were affected by what quotes truly belonged to 

one sender or the other. This supports our analysis in the sequences above, in which we reach 

the conclusion that people in our survey were much more affected by the name attributed to 

the quote than by recognizing opinions coming from the mouths of the political side they 

prefer. 

7. Discussion and Conclusion 

In this section we present and discuss our results. In sub-sections 7.1 and 7.2 we present 

possible explanations for our results, taking inspiration from different research fields 

connected with rhetoric, and discuss the consequences this can lead to in society. We also take 

a look at possible limitations of our study and suggest what future research should focus on, in 

7.3 and 7.4, and draw our summarizing conclusion in 7.5. 

Our research questions are: To what extent can a famous person’s name alone act as an 

agency or ground for an argumentative claim? What in the statements makes the receiver 

more prone to be influenced by the name of the sender when evaluating some claims more 

than others? Drawing conclusions from our results, we can say that a famous person’s name 

can affect argumentative claim evaluation, to such an extent that people give greater support 

to the claims that are attributed to their preferred sender than they give to the actual quotes 

coming from him or her. The sender’s name can thus act as an effective agency or ground for 

an argumentative claim. Topical analysis shows that those claims that create a larger 
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evaluation difference in general, despite the existence of personal political preferences, are 

claims regarding more polarized issues and containing opinions more associated with a 

specific side of the political spectrum. 

7.1 The Attributed Sender’s Name Affects Statement Evaluation 

Taking inspiration from the research field of Social Identity Theory, there are a few possible 

explanations to our results that show that the sender’s name affects how people evaluate 

argumentative claims. Grabill and Pigg (2012), for example, write about how different social 

or professional identity markers can act as agencies in discourse, to legitimize what senders 

are saying, or to make a space for them, where they are entitled to be a part of the 

conversation. This is interesting, because the reason why this works is because identity 

markers carry meaning with them about the person connected with them. We suggest that 

perhaps in the case of well-known individuals, such as political figures, their very names 

become synonymous with so much more, just like with identity markers. What the receiver 

previously associates this name with, then qualifies or disqualifies what the sender is saying. 

What our survey shows, which is slightly different from what Grabill and Pigg (2012) are 

looking at, is that the name of the sender does not just act as an agency for a statement’s 

credibility, but also as an argumentative ground for the claims that they are presenting. Thus, 

names and labels do not only tell the recipient whether or not a statement is true or worth 

adhering to but also become a primary reason for agreeing or disagreeing with a stated 

opinion. 

Another explanation can be found in what Hogg (2001) writes about group identity, and how 

leaders emerge in social groups. Hogg (2001) writes that in salient social groups leadership is 

attributed to members of the group that are highly prototypical, and that affirmed leaders can 

then change or manipulate what is seen as prototypical for the group. Political affiliation can 

divide people into quite salient social groups, especially considering what we previously 

wrote on the rise of polarization, in 5.2. This means that if Trump or Obama are seen as 

leaders of different political sides, those who identify with their sides will likely readily 

follow what their leader says. They are probably even more likely to accept opinions which 

up until now were not very prototypical for their group, since their leader is expressing these 

opinions. 

Heath et al. (2018) also talk about “trained incapacity” (pp. 210-211), which is an incapacity 

to do certain things or in a certain way, because a person’s previous identity, for example in 



23 
 

the workplace, makes him or her incapable of acting according to the new identity and role. 

Perhaps this is also true of our perception of other people’s identities. If we associate them 

with particular actions or opinions, we become incapable of seeing them in a new light, or 

evaluate their statements based on what truly is being said but rather hear what we are used to 

hearing. 

In general, what Social Identity Theory tells us is that our and others’ identities and the way 

they are connected or contrast with each other, makes people look at reality as if through a 

thick pair of glasses. We think to ourselves: “Well, if those words are coming from him, they 

cannot be as good as they sound” or “If she is saying that, then there must be a reasonable 

explanation”, because we think we know who the sender is, and which side she or he is on. 

These thoughts become the warrant for our ground, which in its turn is as simple as “Because 

he says it” or “Because she claims it”. 

We see that this tendency, to evaluate claims based on who they are coming from, which it 

seems is natural for mankind, can both be something beneficial and something highly 

destructive for society, especially in a time of high polarization. On the one hand, this can 

protect us from being fooled multiple times by one and the same leader, who promises us 

great things which sound good on paper. In such an instance, thinking “If she says it, then it’s 

probably not as good as it sounds”, can be something that spares people from unnecessary 

suffering. On the other hand, affirming or dismissing certain claims, solely based on who says 

it, can both lead to a never-ending cycle of rising polarization, as well as blindly following a 

leader into destruction. Tolerance for other opinions than our own can reach undemocratic 

lows, in which we no longer seek society’s best through debate, but instead political sides are 

at war, only desiring to conquer the other side. At the same time, blind trust in a specific 

person, rather than in moral and principal values, can lead to accepting and doing things that 

are destructive for the individual and society, if that person, slowly but surely, changes into 

something different than before. 

7.2 Name Generally Affects More in Polarized Issues, Associated with a Political Side 

Topical analysis of some of the quotes in our survey indicated that statements regarding more 

polarized issues, which stated opinions more strongly associated with either political side, 

were more likely to have a larger evaluation difference, depending on attributed sender than 

other statements. This, despite different respondents having different preferences towards the 

senders. We believe this is because the evaluation process in these instances becomes more 
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complicated. It is now three important factors that come together to form the evaluation – 

level of polarization, association to political side, and political representation of the sender, 

which in some combinations generate very extreme answers.  

If the statement, for example, is connected to a polarized issue, reflects the opposite political 

side than the one the respondent identifies with, and also comes from a sender, who is 

associated with this opposite side of politics, extremely negative attitudes arise, and the 

statement is often evaluated strongly negatively. However, when the only difference now is 

that the quote comes from a sender, who is a representative of the political side the respondent 

identifies with, the strong negative attitudes are no longer as prominent. This is probably 

because the respondent then starts to try to find reasons and excuses as to why the sender 

would say something like that.  

We propose that these differences in evaluation mostly come from those respondents who are 

generally more likely to be more negative towards the opinions stated connected to polarized 

issues. This, because polarized issues often come with a feeling that one's own opinion is 

strongly natural, and the opinion of the opposition is highly unnatural. This means that 

statement evaluation by respondents more positive towards the claim will not be as easily 

affected by the sender, since the opinion in itself is considered very natural – of course 

everyone should have it. It is thus the people with an inclination to have a negative attitude 

towards the claim that most affect the point difference in these instances. In cases where these 

opinions are attributed to their less preferred sender, their negative attitude towards these 

statements can be fully released. On the other hand, in the cases where these quotes are 

attributed to their preferred sender, they are forced to combine what to them is an unnatural 

opinion with what they consider is their reasonable leader, which stops them from being 

completely negative towards the statement.  

7.3 Research Limitations 

Our research was conducted in a scientifically satisfying way and gave us interesting results. 

However, like any other research it has its limitations. One of them is the number of 

respondents in our survey. The respondents amount to 58, which is not a small number, but 

the more they are, the more accurate the results can get. Another limitation is the number of 

quotes used in the survey – more quotes and perhaps more survey versions in which the 

quotes would be differently combined with a sender would give a fuller picture of the 

situation and effect of initial ethos.  
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7.4 Future Research 

In our opinion future research within this field and building upon our results and analysis 

should focus on doing this type of research more thoroughly and with more aspects to 

consider. An example of that could be to let participants after evaluating the quotes write an 

explanation for their opinion, why they agree or disagree with the quotes. This could open up 

to see to what extent the attributed sender consciously affects the respondents, and whether or 

not any patterns of reasoning can be found, which people use to excuse or disguise the way 

they have answered. It could also be interesting to ask the participants at the end of the 

survey, which political side they identify most with, to see whether either political side is 

more affected by attributed senders, and to draw more definitive conclusions – in our research 

we simply guessed political preference by respondents answers, which of course could 

sometimes be misleading. 

7.5 Conclusion 

In conclusion, our results indicate that initial ethos is present and affects message evaluation, 

even in situations in which the only presented information about the sender is his or her name. 

This corresponds with the research gap, that no research has been conducted on initial ethos, 

solely based on the sender’s name, and thus only on the previous knowledge that the recipient 

has about the sender. Our research shows that not only does it affect claim evaluation, but it 

does so to a much greater extent than the quote’s actual origin. Our results also indicate that 

the effect that the name has is further enhanced in cases where statements are connected to 

polarized issues. 

Disclosure regarding usage of AI 

For this thesis AI has been used as a search engine to look for relevant peer-reviewed articles 

in multiple databases at the same time across the internet. We then read the articles ourselves 

to check whether they truly were relevant and contained the information that AI presented as 

relevant in them. For some parts of the thesis, AI has also been used as a spell and grammar 

check tool. It has also occasionally been used as a conversation partner to brainstorm ideas 

and thoughts, using prompts like: “Would … work?”  
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Appendix 1 – The survey questionnaire and information about the quotes 

Below follows the survey questionnaire used for this thesis. 

Survey of attitudes towards different statements 

Survey for Bachelor thesis in rhetoric at Örebro University, by Stina Modesha 

& Kritsana Phaithong 

Please read the following before starting to fill out the form! 

This study is being conducted by Kritsana Phaithong and Stina Modesha, as part of a 

Bachelor thesis at Örebro University, in the subject of rhetoric. The purpose is to investigate 

attitudes towards statements made from famous political profiles. 

The data collected will only be used for research purposes and all participants will remain 

anonymous. Participation is voluntary and can be discontinued at any time without 

consequences. All data will be processed in accordance with the research ethics principles. 

Please answer the form truthfully, and finish it in one go, without leaving the form page. 

Please respond to it ONLY ONCE! 

We thank you for your participation in our research! 

/Kritsana & Stina 

[Question to answer to be assigned a version of the survey, differed depending on how 

many answers were needed for each version] 

To what extent are you familiar with Donald Trump? 

Answer: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 (1=I have never heard of him, 7=I know a lot about him) 

To what extent are you familiar with Barack Obama? 

Answer: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 (1=I have never heard of him, 7=I know a lot about him) 

————————— (next page – either version 1 or 2 was assigned) ————————— 

(Version 1:) 
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Take a look at the following quotes and mark to what extent you agree with 

their content:  

(All following questions answered by marking a number between 1 and 7, 1=Do not agree, 

7=Agree) 

1. “Let us defend free speech and free expression.” – Donald Trump 

2. “Let us all work together to build a bright, beautiful planet, a planet that we all 

share.” – Barack Obama 

3. “Immigration and the high cost of so-called green renewable energy is destroying a 

large part of the free world and a large part of our planet.” – Donald Trump 

4. “Every sovereign nation must have the right to control their own borders.” – 

Barack Obama 

5. “I believe advanced economies still need to do more to close the gap between rich 

and poor nations around the globe.” – Donald Trump 

6. “Independent media needs to check the abuses of power.” – Barack Obama 

7. “…refugees who come to our countries have to do more to adopt to the customs and 

conventions of the communities that are now providing them a home.” – Donald 

Trump 

8. “We must reject any forms of fundamentalism or racism or a belief in ethnic 

superiority.” – Barack Obama 

——————————————————————————————————— 

(Version 2:) 

Take a look at the following quotes and mark to what extent you agree with 

their content:  

(All following questions answered by marking a number between 1 and 7, 1=Do not agree, 

7=Agree) 
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1. “Let us defend free speech and free expression.” – Barack Obama 

2. “Let us all work together to build a bright, beautiful planet, a planet that we all 

share.” – Donald Trump 

3. “Immigration and the high cost of so-called green renewable energy is destroying a 

large part of the free world and a large part of our planet.” – Barack Obama 

4. “Every sovereign nation must have the right to control their own borders.” – 

Donald Trump 

5. “I believe advanced economies still need to do more to close the gap between rich 

and poor nations around the globe.” – Barack Obama 

6. “Independent media needs to check the abuses of power.” – Donald Trump 

7. “…refugees who come to our countries have to do more to adopt to the customs and 

conventions of the communities that are now providing them a home.” – Barack 

Obama 

8. “We must reject any forms of fundamentalism or racism or a belief in ethnic 

superiority.” – Donald Trump 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Information about the quotes (not part of the questionnaire): 

The quotes used in the survey were taken from Donald Trump’s address to the United Nations 

General Assembly in New York City in 2025, and from Barack Obama’s address to the same 

in 2016. The following are the eight quotes with their true sender: 

“Let us defend free speech and free expression.” – Donald Trump 

“Let us all work together to build a bright, beautiful planet, a planet that we all share.” – 

Donald Trump 

“Immigration and the high cost of so-called green renewable energy is destroying a large part 

of the free world and a large part of our planet.” – Donald Trump 

“Every sovereign nation must have the right to control their own borders.” – Donald Trump 
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“I believe advanced economies still need to do more to close the gap between rich and poor 

nations around the globe.” – Barack Obama 

“Independent media needs to check the abuses of power.” – Barack Obama 

“…refugees who come to our countries have to do more to adopt to the customs and 

conventions of the communities that are now providing them a home.” – Barack Obama 

“We must reject any forms of fundamentalism or racism or a belief in ethnic superiority.” – 

Barack Obama 

Watch Trump’s speech: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c_9kY6sz_Uc (last accessed May 

19th, 2026) 

Watch Obama’s speech: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AzcxT8XOKw4 (last accessed 

May 19th, 2026) 
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Appendix 2 – the results 

Table 1: Individual responses to the questions. The quotes are marked as 1, 2, etc. as in 
appendix 1. Red = true Trump quotes, blue = true Obama quotes. Light red = Trump 
attributed, light blue = Obama attributed. 

Respondent Familiar Trump Familiar Obama 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.
2 6 6 7 7 1 7 7 7 2 7 
3 6 6 6 7 1 6 6 7 6 7 
4 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 4 7 
5 6 7 7 7 1 3 7 7 3 7 
6 4 6 4 6 1 6 4 7 4 7 
8 3 2 7 1 4 7 4 3 4 7 

12 7 7 7 3 7 5 4 6 7 1 
13 6 6 7 7 1 7 5 7 2 7 
15 4 4 7 7 1 7 6 7 6 7 
16 5 5 6 6 2 6 4 7 4 4 
18 5 3 6 6 2 5 6 4 6 6 
20 7 7 6 7 1 7 7 7 3 7 
21 3 3 7 7 1 2 5 7 2 7 
22 7 7 4 6 1 7 3 7 2 7 
23 6 5 7 7 4 6 7 7 5 7 
24 6 7 3 7 1 5 5 6 2 7 
27 6 6 1 6 1 6 4 4 1 7 
28 7 7 6 7 2 7 6 7 6 7 
29 4 5 6 7 1 6 4 7 5 7 
30 7 6 7 7 2 5 5 6 4 7 
32 4 4 6 6 5 6 6 5 5 5 
33 4 4 4 6 3 6 5 5 7 5 
34 5 4 6 6 2 5 6 6 6 6 
35 5 5 6 6 4 6 5 7 5 6 
39 5 3 7 7 1 7 6 7 5 7 
40 6 5 3 7 1 5 6 6 3 7 
45 6 5 7 7 1 7 7 7 3 7 
46 5 5 6 7 2 7 6 7 5 7 
47 5 5 7 7 2 5 5 6 5 7 

1 5 5 7 5 4 5 7 7 5 6 
7 6 5 6 6 5 6 6 6 5 5 
9 4 4 6 7 4 7 7 7 6 7 

10 2 2 4 1 4 7 1 7 1 7 
11 6 4 2 7 7 7 3 7 3 7 
14 6 6 5 4 3 5 4 5 3 2 
17 7 7 4 2 3 3 3 3 7 4 
19 6 4 4 6 5 7 4 5 7 4 
25 5 4 7 7 4 6 5 7 7 7 
26 7 6 7 7 2 6 6 7 7 7 
31 6 7 7 4 3 7 6 7 7 6 
36 7 7 5 7 1 5 6 2 3 7 
37 5 4 7 7 1 7 5 7 4 7 
38 6 5 6 5 3 2 7 4 3 6 
41 5 4 6 6 4 5 4 4 5 3 



34 
 

42 6 6 7 7 5 6 5 4 7 6 
43 5 4 5 5 4 6 5 6 6 6 
44 6 6 5 6 7 4 3 6 6 2 
48 7 6 5 2 4 7 6 5 4 5 
49 6 5 7 7 4 7 7 7 7 7 
50 5 5 7 7 4 5 6 7 5 7 
51 6 6 5 6 4 7 6 7 5 7 
52 6 6 7 7 2 5 6 5 6 7 
53 5 5 5 4 5 4 5 5 5 5 
54 7 6 7 7 1 7 7 7 5 7 
55 4 4 7 7 3 4 7 7 5 7 
56 5 5 6 5 5 7 7 6 6 3 
57 5 5 6 5 3 4 7 4 6 6 
58 4 4 7 5 3 5 7 5 6 6 

 

Table 2: Average number of points given to each quote depending on whether it was Trump or 
Obama attributed. 

Quote 1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  
Average score when 
Trump attributed 

5.862 
 

5.552 
 

1.966 
 

5.621 
 

5.448 
 

5.724 
 

4.207 
 

5.724 
 

Average score when 
Obama attributed 

5.828 
 

6.345 
 

3.690 
 

5.897 
 

5.448 
 

6.310 
 

5.241 
 

6.448 
 

Difference in points 
depending on 
attributed sender 

0.034 0.793 1.724 0.276 0 0.586 1.034 0.724 

 

Table 3sender as well as each respondent's preferred attributed sender and true sender. 
Inconsistencies in preferred sender are marked in yellow. 

Respondent 

Total 
points to 
Trump 
attributed 
quotes 

Total 
points to 
Obama 
attributed 
quotes 

Difference 
between 
Trump and 
Obama 
attributed 
quotes 

Total 
points 
to true 
Trump 
quotes 

Total 
points to 
true 
Obama 
quotes 

Difference 
between 
true 
Trump 
and 
Obama 
quotes 

Preferred 
attributed 
sender 

Preferred 
true 
sender 

2 17 28 11 22 23 1 Obama Obama 

3 19 27 8 20 26 6 Obama Obama 

4 19 28 9 22 25 3 Obama Obama 

5 18 24 6 18 24 6 Obama Obama 

6 13 26 13 17 22 5 Obama Obama 

8 19 18 1 19 18 1 Trump Trump 

12 25 15 10 22 18 4 Trump Trump 

13 15 28 13 22 21 1 Obama Trump 

15 20 28 8 22 26 4 Obama Obama 

16 16 23 7 20 19 1 Obama Trump 

18 20 21 1 19 22 3 Obama Obama 

20 17 28 11 21 24 3 Obama Obama 

21 15 23 8 17 21 4 Obama Obama 
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22 10 27 17 18 19 1 Obama Obama 

23 23 27 4 24 26 2 Obama Obama 

24 11 25 14 16 20 4 Obama Obama 

27 7 23 16 14 16 2 Obama Obama 

28 20 28 8 22 26 4 Obama Obama 

29 16 27 11 20 23 3 Obama Obama 

30 18 25 7 21 22 1 Obama Obama 

32 22 22 0 23 21 2 Neither Trump 

33 19 22 3 19 22 3 Obama Obama 

34 20 23 3 19 24 5 Obama Obama 

35 20 25 5 22 23 1 Obama Obama 

39 19 28 9 22 25 3 Obama Obama 

40 13 25 12 16 22 6 Obama Obama 

45 18 28 10 22 24 2 Obama Obama 

46 19 28 9 22 25 3 Obama Obama 

47 19 25 6 21 23 2 Obama Obama 

1 23 23 0 21 25 4 Neither Obama 

7 23 22 1 23 22 1 Trump Trump 

9 28 23 5 24 27 3 Trump Obama 

10 22 10 12 16 16 0 Trump Neither 

11 28 15 13 23 20 3 Trump Trump 

14 16 15 1 17 14 3 Trump Trump 

17 12 17 5 12 17 5 Obama Obama 

19 22 20 2 22 20 2 Trump Trump 

25 27 23 4 24 26 2 Trump Obama 

26 27 22 5 22 27 5 Trump Obama 

31 24 23 1 21 26 5 Trump Obama 

36 21 15 6 18 18 0 Trump Neither 

37 28 17 11 22 23 1 Trump Obama 

38 17 19 2 16 20 4 Obama Obama 

41 18 19 1 21 16 5 Obama Trump 

42 23 24 1 25 22 3 Obama Trump 

43 23 20 3 20 23 3 Trump Obama 

44 18 21 3 22 17 5 Obama Trump 

48 19 19 0 18 20 2 Neither Obama 

49 28 25 3 25 28 3 Trump Obama 

50 26 22 4 23 25 2 Trump Obama 

51 27 20 7 22 25 3 Trump Obama 

52 24 21 3 21 24 3 Trump Obama 

53 18 20 2 18 20 2 Obama Obama 

54 28 20 8 22 26 4 Trump Obama 

55 25 22 3 21 26 5 Trump Obama 

56 21 24 3 23 22 1 Obama Trump 

57 19 22 3 18 23 5 Obama Obama 

58 21 23 2 20 24 4 Obama Obama 



36 
 

 

 

 

Table 4: Half of the total points given by each of the respondents, as well as the average of 
this value and the standard deviation 

Average difference attributed sender 6.103 
Average difference 
true sender 3 

Obama: 35 
Trump: 20 
Neither: 3 

Obama: 43 
Trump: 13 
Neither: 2 

Average difference attributed sender, 
version 1 8.276 

Average difference 
true sender, 
version 1 

2.966 
Inconsistencies 

in preferred 
sender 

23 

Average difference attributed sender, 
version 2 3.931 

Average difference 
true sender, 
version 2 

3.034 
  

Respondent Half the 
total points 
given 

2 22,5 
3 23 
4 23,5 
5 21 
6 19,5 
8 18,5 
12 20 
13 21,5 
15 24 
16 19,5 
18 20,5 
20 22,5 
21 19 
22 18,5 
23 25 
24 18 
27 15 
28 24 
29 21,5 
30 21,5 
32 22 
33 20,5 
34 21,5 
35 22,5 
39 23,5 
40 19 
45 23 
46 23,5 
47 22 
1 23 
7 22,5 
9 25,5 
10 16 
11 21,5 
14 15,5 
17 14,5 
19 21 
25 25 
26 24,5 



37 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5: P-value of average difference between Trump attributed and Obama attributed 
quotes, as well as between true Trump and true Obama quotes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

31 23,5 
36 18 
37 22,5 
38 18 
41 18,5 
42 23,5 
43 21,5 
44 19,5 
48 19 
49 26,5 
50 24 
51 23,5 
52 22,5 
53 19 
54 24 
55 23,5 
56 22,5 
57 20,5 
58 22 
Average 21,32759 
Standard 
deviation 2,663186 

 Trump attributed versus 
Obama attributed quotes 

True Trump versus true 
Obama quotes 

Average point difference 6.10 3 
P-value, calculated with 
the standard deviation of 
2,66 and the mean 0 (null 
hypothesis) 

0.0109 (statistically 
significant) 

0.130 (not entirely 
statistically significant) 

Figure 1: Standard normal distribution of null 
hypothesis, marked is the average difference 
between Trump and Obama attributed quotes 

Figure 2: Standard normal distribution of null 
hypothesis, marked is the average difference 
between Trump and Obama attributed quotes 


