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CONSUMER RELEVANCE AND CONTRIBUTION STATEMENT
[bookmark: _Hlk104879562]This work makes four main contributions.  First, while marketplace actors often hedge, less is known about how such language impacts persuasion.  Further, while prior work often assumes that hedges have a universally negative effect, we demonstrate that this is not the case.  Specifically, we identify two key underlying dimensions on which hedges vary (i.e., suggested likelihood and hedge perspective), document their effects, and highlight the underlying process that drives them. 
Second, we showcase how language impacts perceived confidence. While some prior work has explored the consequences of confidence on attitudes, persuasion, and decision making, less is known about what makes communicators seem confident in the first place. We demonstrate how subtle linguistic shifts in phrasing can influence how confident communicators seem.
Third, this work contributes to the burgeoning stream of research on language in marketing. This work contributes to the growing body of work by examining an important and pervasive linguistic feature (i.e., hedging) and exploring its effect on consumers in the marketplace.
Fourth, this work has clear implications for a variety of audiences.  For consumers sharing word of mouth, brands advertising new products, customer service agents suggesting solutions to clients, and many other market contexts, our work provides a clear roadmap for how to communicate effectively and persuasively in uncertain environments. 


ABSTRACT
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Communicators often hedge. Salespeople say that a product is probably the best, recommendation engines suggest movies they think you’ll like, and consumers say restaurants might have good service. But how does hedging impact persuasion? We suggest that different types of hedges may have different effects. Six studies support our theorizing, demonstrating that (1) the probabilistic likelihood hedges suggest and (2) whether they take a personal (vs. general) perspective both play an important role in driving persuasion. Further, the studies demonstrate that both effects are driven by a common mechanism: perceived confidence. Using hedges associated with higher likelihood, or that involve personal perspective, increases persuasion because they suggest communicators are more confident about what they are saying. This work contributes to the burgeoning literature on language in marketing, showcases how subtle linguistic features impact perceived confidence, and has clear implications for anyone trying to be more persuasive.
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 Whether communicating with consumers, prospects, peers, or a range of other audiences, communicators often hedge. Salespeople say that something is probably the best option, customer service agents say that a solution might work, and streaming services like Amazon Prime Video suggest “movies we think you’ll like.” Consumers say that they believe a certain place has the best food, advertisements say a car could be the most advanced ever, and politicians say that a policy is best, in their opinion.
But while hedges are ubiquitous part of marketplace communication, how do they influence communication’s impact?  That is, whether listeners buy the recommended product, pick the recommended option, or follow the recommended course of action?
While little empirical work has directly examined hedges, intuition might suggest that hedges hurt. That hedging communication decreases the likelihood that audiences do whatever is being suggested.  But is that actually the case?  And are all hedges created equal, or might different types of hedges have different effects?
This paper examines how hedging shapes persuasion.  In particular, we suggest that two key dimensions (i.e., suggested likelihood and hedge perspective) help explain hedges impact. Further, we highlight how these two dimensions drive persuasion through the same underlying process: perceived confidence.  Different types of hedges differentially impact how confident communicators seem, which, in turn, impacts whether or not others follow their advice.
This work makes four main contributions.  First, we deepen understanding of a common, but understudied linguistic feature.  While marketplace actors often hedge, less is known about how doing so might impact persuasion.  Further, the work that does exist often assumes hedges are detrimental.  We provide an important corrective, demonstrating when hedged statements are more and less persuasive, and why. Our findings shed light on why past work may have found inconsistent effects and helps future researchers who want to study this ubiquitous aspect of communication.
Second, we showcase how language can impact perceived confidence. While some work has explored the consequences of confidence on attitudes, persuasion, and decision making (Petrocelli, Tormala, and Rucker 2007; Tormala and Rucker 2018), less is known about confidence’s causes, or what makes communicators seem confident in the first place. We demonstrate how subtle linguistic shifts can influence how confident communicators seem
Third, we contribute to the burgeoning stream of research on language in marketing. Recent research has begun to explore how language shapes consumer behavior (Moore 2020; Moore and Lafreniere 2020; Luangrath, Peck, and Barger 2017; Mecit, Shrum, and Lowrey 2022; Shrum and Lowrey 2020; Pocagar. Shrum, and Lowrey 2018; Pezzuti, Leonhardt and Warren 2021; Warren et al. 2021). We add to this literature, documenting the effects of an important linguistic feature, and the underlying process behind its effects.
Fourth, this work has clear implications.  For consumers, marketers, and other marketplace actors looking to increase their impact, we shed light on how to do so.  People often hedge without realizing it or paying attention to the particular hedges they use.  Others may need or want to hedge (i.e., to communicate uncertainty).  For both groups, we provide insight into how to communicate while being as persuasive as possible.

HEDGES AND POWERLESS LANGUAGE

Hedges are words or phrases that express ambiguity, caution, or indecisiveness about a statement (Lakoff 1973). Compared to saying that a product “is the best option,” for example, saying that it “might be the best option” suggests more caution.  Similarly, if someone says that they “think the service is good,” or that “the food is delicious, in their opinion,” it suggests that there may be ambiguity. 
Most early work on hedges emerged from the literature on powerful and powerless speech.  Anthropologist William O’Barr (1982), for example, examined over 150 hours of courtroom testimony and found that lower status individuals (e.g., defendants and regular witnesses) seemed to speak differently than judges, expert witnesses, and other high-status individuals.  In addition to using more formal language, filler words (e.g., “uh”), and hesitations (e.g., “you know), lower status individuals used more hedges (e.g., “I think” or “might”).  
These linguistic features were described as powerless speech and subsequent research examined its impact, generally finding that powerless language has a negative effect on a range of dependent variables.  Using powerless language made witnesses seem less credible (Erickson et al.1978), for example, and decreased support for a communicator’s proposal (Sparks, Areni, and Cox 1998; Bradac & Mulac, 1984; Gibbons, Busch, and Bradac, 1991).  Indeed, a meta-analysis (Burrell and Koper 1998) found that powerless language tends to reduce persuasion. 
While most work examined multiple “powerless language” features simultaneously (e.g., manipulating filler words, hesitations, and hedges at the same time), a few papers have begun to explore hedges by themselves.  Unfortunately, however, both theory and empirical evidence has been quite inconsistent.  While O’Barr (1982) suggested that hedges reduce credibility and persuasion, for example, Meyer (1997) suggested that hedges might strengthen the force of a statement.  Similarly, while Blankenship and Holtgraves (2005) found that hedges made a message less persuasive, Hosman and Stiltanen (2011) found that they had no effect.
What might account for these discrepant findings?  
TWO DIMENSIONS OF HEDGES

One reason for these inconsistencies may be the level of granularity of prior work. Existing research tends to treat all hedges as identical.  When manipulating powerless language, for example, Blankenship and Holtgraves (2005) compared a condition with six different hedges to a condition with none. Similarly, when testing hedges, Liu, Fox, and Tree (2012) included “I think”, “maybe”, “I guess”, and “probably” all at once.
Rather than assuming all hedges have the same impact, however, we suggest that different types of hedges may have different effects.  Specifically, we suggest that two key hedge dimensions may shape their impact. 
One dimension on which hedges may vary is their suggested likelihood (see Figure 1). While the words “probably” and “possibly” are similar in some regards, they suggest different things about probabilities. If someone says it will probably rather than possibly rain, for example, it suggests rain is more likely. Similarly, if someone says they believe rather than guess a product is good, it suggests the product is more likely to be good. Consistent with this notion, work on language use at the CIA suggests that different hedge words should be used to express different levels of probability (Kent, 1993). Almost certainly, for example, suggests around 90% probability while likely suggests more like 75%.
We suggest that hedges with higher suggested likelihood will generally be more persuasive. While one might argue that this is intuitive, note that it has not been recognized by prior work. When considering the impact of hedges, for example, Durik, Britt, Reynolds, and Storey (2008) compared an unhedged version of an argument to one that included both “probably” and “possibly,” indicating that the two hedges were seen as interchangeable. 

FIGURE 1: EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF HEDGES
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Beyond suggested likelihood, though, we suggest that another key dimension that shapes hedges’ impact is their perspective.  While some hedges involve a general perspective, others take a more personal one.  In discussing a potential car purchase, for example, someone could say “It feels like this is a great deal” or “I feel like this is a great deal.”  Both versions express that the car feels like a great deal, but the first suggests that this is generally true, while the second suggests that it is someone’s opinion.  Similarly, a phone repair employee could say “It seems like the problem is the battery” or “it seems to me like the problem is the battery.” In both cases the employee is suggesting that the battery seems to be the issue, but in the latter case they are making it explicit that the statement is their opinion. 
One could argue that this difference should have no effect. After all, both versions suggest that the deal is great, or the problem is the battery.  Further, one could argue that while it is not as explicit, the general version still implies an association with the individual (i.e., it is their opinion).
Alternatively, one could argue that personal perspective should reduce persuasion.  Making it clear that statements are the communicator’s opinion reduces their scope.  This particular person feels like the movie is good, but who’s to say that others feel the same way?  Consequently, personal perspective’s clear subjectivity might reduce the statement’s impact.
In contrast, we suggest a third possibility.  Rather than having no effect, or reducing persuasion, we suggest that taking a personal perspective may increase a hedge’s impact because it suggests the communicator is more confident about what they are communicating.  

HEDGES, CONFIDENCE, AND PERSUASION

First person pronouns (e.g., I, me, or my) signal personal identification.  Saying “it seems to me” (rather than “it seems”), or “I think X” (rather than “X is probably true”), indicates the communicator is willing to attach themselves to what they are communicating.  It’s not just an opinion, it’s their opinion.
We suggest this may lead the audience to infer that the communicator is more confident.  After all, if the communicator is willing to attach themselves to what they are saying, they must be confident about it.
This increased perceived confidence, in turn, should boost persuasion.  Attitudes reflect evaluations, or how much consumers like a product, service, or idea.  But beyond their general evaluation, (i.e., how positively or negatively someone feels) attitudes can also be described by the confidence or conviction with which they are held (Tormala and Rucker, 2007; 2017).  In addition to liking or disliking a hotel, for example, someone may hold that attitude with a great deal of confidence (i.e., they are sure they like the hotel) or a lesser degree (i.e., they think they like the hotel but aren’t that sure).  
Decades of research demonstrates that such confidence impacts judgments and decision making (see Tormala and Rucker 2007; 2017 for reviews).  Attitudes held with more confidence tend to be more durable (Bassili, 1996), for example, and have greater impact on decision making (Berger and Mitchell 1989). 
But beyond its impact on the individuals who feel more or less confident, confidence can also have interpersonal effects, impacting communication audiences. When consuming information, people often look for cues to determine whether content is helpful or persuasive (Gershoff, Broniarczyk, and West 2001; Gershoff and Johar 2006; Naylor, Lamberton, and Norton 2011).  Seeming confident can increase impact (Pezzuti, Leonhardt, and Warren 2021). People prefer more confident financial advisors (Price and Stone 2004), for example, confident eyewitnesses are perceived as more credible (Tenney et al. 2007), and asserting certainty when sharing word of mouth can increase persuasion (Karmarkar and Tormala 2010).
Building on these ideas, we suggest that how hedging impacts persuasion will depend on what it suggests about the confidence of the communicator.  Specifically, hedges that suggest communicators are more confident about what they are saying should make their communications more persuasive.
We suggest perceived confidence will drive the effects of both hedge dimensions outlined above (i.e., hedge perspective and suggested likelihood).  By connecting the communicator to what is being said, personal perspective hedges should make communicators seem more confident, and thus increase persuasion. When looking at a new phone, saying “I’d argue battery life is most important” should be more convincing than saying “Arguably, battery life is most important.” The first-person pronoun suggests that the speaker stands by the statement and is confident in it, which should increase its persuasive impact.
Perceived confidence should also drive the effects of suggested likelihood.  Hedges that suggest something is more likely should suggest that the communicator is more confident which should boost persuasion.  Saying a restaurant might rather than probably has great food, for example, should make the speaker seem more confident about the food quality, which should make others more likely to take their advice.

THE CURRENT RESEARCH

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]	Six studies test these possibilities. Study 1 uses stimulus sampling, and a wide range of hedges, to examine how persuasion is linked to suggested likelihood and hedge perspective. It also explores the underlying role of perceived confidence in the effects. Studies 2A and 2B test whether suggested likelihood and hedge perspective influence actual choice. The next three studies then investigate the underlying process through both mediation and moderation.  Study 3 simultaneously manipulates both suggested likelihood and hedge perspective to test how they impact persuasion and the underlying role of perceived confidence in the effects.  Studies 4A and 4B test the hypothesized process via moderation and mediation, manipulating factors that impact the relationship between hedge style and perceived confidence, and perceived confidence and persuasion.
STUDY 1: STIMULUS SAMPLING

	Study 1 provides a preliminary test of our theorizing using stimulus sampling.  We collect 26 different hedges that span a range of suggested likelihoods and personal and general perspectives. Then, we examine how suggested likelihood and hedge perspective relate to persuasion, and the underlying role of perceived confidence in these effects. 

Method
We examined a range of communication contexts to compile a broad set of 26 hedges that spanned suggested likelihoods and hedge perspectives. Different sets of participants were then used to capture how different hedges impacted (1) persuasion and (2) perceived confidence, as well as how the hedges varied on (3) suggested likelihood and (4) perspective.
Persuasion. Participants (N = 15, recruited through Prolific) completed an online survey in which they imagined considering buying a barbecue grill (exclusion criteria and demographic information for all studies is included in the Web Appendix).  They viewed 26 different hedged statements about the grill (order randomized across participants). All were variants of the same underlying statement (“This will be a great grill”) but each included a different hedge (e.g., “I’d guess this will be a great grill” or “This may be a great grill,” see Web Appendix for full list of stimuli).  
For each statement, participants completed two measures of persuasion: how good they thought the grill was (1 = not at all, 7 = very) and how likely they would be to buy it (1 = not at all likely, 7 = extremely likely). The two were highly correlated (r = .833, p < .001) and averaged into a measure of persuasion. Everyone then completed attention checks and demographics, and ratings were averaged across raters to create a persuasion score for each statement.
Perceived Confidence. A second set of participants (N = 21 completed a similar task (i.e., saw the same statements), but completed measures of the mediator (i.e., perceived confidence) instead.  They indicated the extent to which they felt the communicator was confident in (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely) and certain of (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely) the statement they made. The two measures were highly correlated (r = .886, p < .001) and averaged to a measure of perceived confidence. 
Suggested Likelihood.  Three independent coders also rated the hedges on suggested likelihood. They considered how likely including each hedge word or phrase in a statement would suggest the content contained in that statement was (1 = not at all likely, 7 = extremely likely). Ratings were highly correlated across coders ( = .720) and averaged to a suggested likelihood score for each hedge. 
Hedge Perspective. Finally, each hedge word or phrase was categorized as personal or general based on whether it included a first-person singular pronoun (i.e., I, me, or my). 

Results

	Persuasion. Consistent with our theorizing, results of a multiple regression revealed effects of both suggested likelihood (b = .24, p < .004) and hedge perspective (b = .33, p = .04).   As predicted, hedges were more persuasive when they suggested higher likelihood (M+1SD Likelihood = 5.00; M-1SD Likelihood = 4.39), and when they were personal rather than general (MPersonal = 4.86; MGeneral = 4.53)[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  All predicted means are evaluated at the average level of the other independent variable.] 


FIGURE 2: SUGGESTED LIKELIHOOD, HEDGE PERSPECTIVE, AND PERSUASION 

Perceived Confidence. Results were the same for perceived confidence. The speaker was perceived to be more confident when they used hedges that suggest higher likelihood (M+1SD Likelihood = 5.67; M-1SD Likelihood = 4.25; b = .31, p < .001) or took a personal rather than general perspective (MPersonal = 5.11; MGeneral = 4.80; b = .57, p = .002).
Mediation. Finally, as predicted, mediation analyses (Hayes PROCESS model 4, Hayes, 2017) revealed that perceived confidence mediated the effect of both suggested likelihood (indirect effect = .21; 95% CI = [.06, .37]) and hedge perspective (indirect effect = .39; 95% CI = [.15, .65]). As is standard when testing two independent variables with effects on the same mediator and dependent variable, a mediation model was run for each independent variable where the other was entered as a control. For suggested likelihood, higher likelihood hedges increased perceived confidence (b = .31, SE = .08, t(23) = 3.82, p = .009) which, in turn, increased persuasion (b = .68, SE = .14, t(22) = 5.00, p < .001). For hedge perspective, personal perspective increased perceived confidence (b = .57, SE = .16, t(23) = 3.54, p = .0018) which, in turn, increased persuasion (b = .68, SE = .14, t(22) = 5.00, p = .0001). Once perceived confidence is included in the model, the direct effects of both suggested likelihood (.03; 95% CI [-.11, .17]) and hedge perspective (-.06; 95% CI [-.33, .21]) on persuasion are no longer significant, indicating “full” mediation.

Discussion

	Using broad range of hedges, Study 1 provides preliminary support for our theorizing.  First, as predicted, both suggested likelihood and perspective shaped the link between hedges and persuasion.  Consumers were more persuaded when hedges suggested higher likelihood and took a personal (rather than general) perspective.  
Second, as predicted, these effects seemed to be driven by perceived confidence.  Speakers seemed more confident when they used personal or higher likelihood hedges, which, in turn, was linked to greater persuasion. 

STUDY 2: IMPACT ON CHOICE

While the results of Study 1 are consistent with our theorizing, manipulating hedges in a between-subjects design would provide a stronger causal test.  Further, one could wonder whether hedges actually impact consequential choice.  Consequently, to test these possibilities, Study 2 manipulates suggested likelihood (Study 2A) and hedge perspective (Study 2B) between subjects and measures the impact on a consequential choice.
In addition, one could wonder how hedging shapes persuasion compared to an unhedged statement. Consequently, we add a control condition.

STUDY 2A: SUGGESTED LIKELIHOOD 

 Method

Participants (N = 111, recruited through Prolific) completed an online experiment and were randomly assigned to a condition in a 3-cell Suggested Likelihood (Higher vs. Lower vs. Control) between-subjects design.
Participants were told they would read one of two articles about vacation destinations and answer questions about it. Then, they were given some information about the two articles.  It noted that the first article would take longer to read, meaning that participants who selected the first article chose to spend additional time on the study for the same monetary payment.
In addition, the information also included a positive comment from a “prior participant” who had read the first article’s introduction. The only difference between conditions was the wording of this comment.  In the control condition, it read “This will be a great article,” but the two hedge conditions added hedges that varied in suggested likelihood.  The higher [lower] likelihood condition used a hedge that suggested higher [lower] likelihood (i.e., “I believe [guess] this will be a great article”).
Participants chose an article to read and completed attention checks and demographics.

Results

Binary logistic regression found that hedging’s effect depended on the type of hedge used.  Using a higher likelihood hedge made people more likely to choose the recommended article (MHigher = 63% vs. MLower = 20%; b = -1.94, p < .001), even though it would take longer to read. Further, while hedging hurt choice (compared to the unhedged statement; MControl = 63%) when it involved a lower likelihood hedge (MLower = 20%; b = -1.91, p < .001), hedging was not detrimental when the hedge involved higher likelihood (MHigher = 63%; b = -.02, p = .960)

STUDY 2B: HEDGE PERSPECTIVE 

Method
	Study 2B used a similar design except that it manipulated hedge perspective. Participants (N = 111, Prolific) completed an online experiment and were randomly assigned to a condition in a 3-cell Hedge Perspective (Personal vs. General vs. Control) between-subjects design.
In the control condition, the “prior participant” suggested “This will be a great article.” The two hedge conditions added hedges that varied in perspective.  The general [personal] perspective condition used a hedge that adopted a general [personal] perspective (i.e., “Looks [Looks to me] like this will be a great article”). Participants then chose an article to read and completed attention checks and demographics.

Results
Hedging’s effect on choice again depended on the type of hedge used.  Using a personal hedge made people marginally more likely to choose the recommended article (MPersonal = 63% vs. MGeneral = 44%; b = -.78, p = .10), even though it would take longer to read.  Further, while hedging hurt choice (relative to the unhedged statement; MControl = 68%) when it involved a general perspective (MGeneral = 44%; b = -.99, p = .038), hedging was not detrimental when it involved a personal perspective (MPersonal = 63%; b = .208, p = .675)

Discussion
The results of Study 2A and 2B provide further support for our theorizing.  First, hedging’s impact on choice depended on the type of hedge used.  Even when choice was consequential (i.e., involved spending more time on the study), people were more likely to follow someone’s recommendation when it used a higher (rather than lower) likelihood hedge (Study 2A) and when it used a personal (rather than general) hedge (Study 2B). 
Second, hedging didn’t always decrease persuasion.  While using a lower likelihood (Study 2A) or general perspective (Study 2B) hedge decreased choice compared to an unhedged control condition, using a higher likelihood (Study 2A) or personal perspective (Study 2B) hedge did not.  This highlights a potential reason why prior work on hedges may have found inconsistent effects. Whether hedges hurt persuasion or not depends on the type of hedge used.

STUDY 3: SIMULTANEOUSLY TESTING BOTH HEDGE DIMENSIONS

While the results of Study 2 are consistent with our theorizing, one could wonder what would happen when both hedge dimensions are manipulated simultaneously.  Though Study 1 touched on this, Study 3 tests it experimentally, manipulating both suggested likelihood and hedge perspective and examining the resulting impact on persuasion.  
To further explore the underlying process, Study 3 also measures perceived confidence and tests whether it mediates the effects.
Finally, to further test generalizability, Study 3 examines how hedges shape consumer behavior across a range of product categories and purchase contexts.

Method

Participants (N = 400, Prolific) completed an online experiment and were randomly assigned to a condition in a 2 (Hedge Perspective: Personal vs. General) x 2 (Suggested Likelihood: Higher vs. Lower) between- subjects design. See https://aspredicted.org/M8R_4NN for preregistration.
To explore a range of different product categories, participants ranked six categories (i.e., vacuum cleaner, lawn mower, barbecue grill, blender, speaker, and water bottle) based on how likely they were to buy something from that category in the next two years. Then, they imagined looking for a product from whichever category they said they were most likely to purchase from (e.g., a blender) and encountering something someone had said about a particular product from that category (i.e., a particular blender).  
The only difference between conditions was the type of hedge used (See Table 1).  The word of mouth always suggested that the product was excellent, but in the higher likelihood conditions, the speaker used a hedge that suggested higher likelihood (i.e., argue), while in the low likelihood conditions the speaker used a hedge that suggested lower likelihood (i.e., feel).  Similarly, while speakers in the general perspective conditions just used the word itself (i.e., “arguably” or “it feels like”), in the personal perspective conditions, speakers included a first-person singular pronoun (i.e., “I’d argue” or “It feels to me like”).

TABLE 1: STUDY 3 STIMULI
	
	General Perspective
	Personal Perspective

	Higher Likelihood
	Arguably, this would be an excellent [product]
	I’d argue this would be an excellent [product]

	Lower Likelihood
	It feels like this would be an excellent [product]
	It feels to me like this would be an excellent [product]



Everyone then completed the dependent variable and mediator from Study 1, as well as the attention checks and demographics.

Results

 Persuasion. As predicted, and consistent with the first three studies, results revealed main effects of both suggested likelihood (F(1,396) = 34.51, p < .001, p2 = .80) and hedge perspective (F(1,396) = 18.08, p < .001, p2 = .04).  Higher likelihood hedges were more persuasive than lower likelihood hedges (MHigher = 4.91, SD = 1.02; MLower = 4.25, SD = 1.18) and personal hedges were more persuasive than general ones (MPersonal = 4.86, SD = .99; MGeneral = 4.38, SD = 1.22). There was no interaction (F(1,396) = .875, p = .350, p2 = .002).

FIGURE 3:  SUGGESTED LIKELIHOOD, HEDGE PERSPECTIVE, AND PERSUASION


Perceived Confidence. Perceived confidence showed similar effects.  Participants thought that the communicator was more confident when they used higher-likelihood rather than lower-likelihood hedges (MHigher = 5.61, SD = 1.25; MLower = 4.17, SD = 1.38; F(1,396) = 128.04, p < .001, p2 = .24), and when they used personal rather than general hedges (MPersonal = 5.43, SD = 1.25; MGeneral = 4.49, SD = 1.57; F(1,396) = 49.38, p < .001, p2 = .11). 
Mediation. As predicted, perceived confidence mediated the effects of both suggested likelihood (indirect effect = .70; 95% CI = [.54, .88]) and hedge perspective (indirect effect = .44; 95% CI [.31, .58]). Higher likelihood hedges made the speaker seem more confident (b = 1.40, SE = .12; t(397) = 11.31, p < .001) which, in turn, increased persuasion (b = .50, SE = .04; t(396) = 14.05, p <.001). Similarly, personal perspective increased perceived confidence (b = .88, SE = .12; t(397) = 7.12, p < .001), which, in turn, increased persuasion (b = .50, SE = .04; t(396) = 14.05, p <.001). As in Study 1, once perceived confidence is included in the model, the direct effects of both suggested likelihood (-.07; 95% CI [-.26, .13]) and hedge perspective (.01; 95% CI [-.17, .19]) on persuasion are no longer significant, indicating “full” mediation.  

Discussion

	Study 3 underscores the impact of hedge type on persuasion while providing further evidence for the hypothesized underlying driver of the effects.  First, consistent with the first three studies, different types of hedges had different effects.  Hedges that suggested higher likelihood were more persuasive than those that suggested lower likelihood, and hedges that adopted a personal perspective were more persuasive than those that adopted a general one.
	Second, both effects were driven by the same underlying process: perceived confidence.  Different types of hedges suggested the communicator was more or less confident about what they were communicating, which, in turn, shaped persuasion.
Third, demonstrating these effects across a variety of product categories further speaks to their generalizability.

STUDY 4: PROCESS BY MODERATION

	The first four studies provide consistent evidence regarding how different types of hedges impact persuasion.  Further, they demonstrate that perceived confidence drives these effects.  To further test the underlying role of perceived confidence, Studies 4A and 4B use moderation.

STUDY 4A: SUGGESTED LIKELIHOOD

[bookmark: _Hlk104357695][bookmark: _Hlk103230171]If suggested likelihood’s effect on persuasion is driven by perceived confidence, as we suggest, then factors that impact whether confidence is persuasive should moderate the effect. To test this possibility, in addition to manipulating suggested likelihood, Study 4A also manipulates source relevance.  Confidence should have a greater impact on persuasion when the source of that confidence is more relevant to the issues at hand. If a trusted mechanic seems more confident about a used car, for example, that should influence whether listeners buy it.  But if the communicator knows little about cars, however, that same shift in confidence should be less impactful because their confidence provides less information.  Building on this, Study 4A tests whether suggested likelihood has a larger effect on persuasion when the source is more relevant.
To test generalizability, we also use a different, more utilitarian, product category.

Method

Participants (N = 527, Prolific) completed an online experiment and were randomly assigned to a condition in a 2 (Suggested Likelihood: Higher vs. Lower) x 2 (Source Relevance: Relevant vs. Irrelevant) between-subjects design. See https://aspredicted.org/HGG_2HG for preregistration.
Participants imagined considering a particular used car, and that someone shared their opinion about it.  Everyone was told the person thought the car was in good shape, but to manipulate suggested likelihood, we manipulated the particular hedge used. In the higher likelihood condition the person used a higher likelihood hedge (i.e., “Almost certainly, this car is in good shape”) while in the lower likelihood condition they used a lower likelihood hedge (i.e., “It feels like this car is in good shape”).
In addition, to manipulate source relevance, we manipulated who shared that opinion.  In the relevant condition, participants were told it was “a mechanic you trust,” and in the irrelevant condition they were told it was “someone who doesn’t know much about cars.”
Participants then completed the dependent variable and mediator from Study 1, as well as the attention checks, demographics, and a manipulation check. Supporting the effectiveness of the source relevance manipulation, participants felt that the relevant source knew more about cars than the irrelevant source (MRelevant = 5.47, SD = 1.37; MIrrelevant = 2.42, SD = 1.32; F(1,525) = 678.89, p < .001, 2 = .564).

Results

	Persuasion. In addition to a main effect of source relevance (F(1,523) = 105.27, p < .001, p2 = .17), a 2 x 2 ANOVA revealed the predicted suggested likelihood by source relevance interaction (F(1,523) = 3.72. p = .05, p2 = .007).  Consistent with the prior studies, when the communicator’s knowledge was relevant to the domain, a higher likelihood hedge was more persuasive than a lower likelihood one (MHigher = 4.88, SD = 1.27; MLower = 4.53, SD = 1.20; F(1,523) = 6.12, p = .014, p2 = .012). In addition, consistent with the hypothesized role of perceived confidence, when the source was irrelevant, the effect was mitigated (MHigher = 3.64, SD = 1.15; MLower = 3.68, SD = 1.00; F(1,523) = .08, p = .781, p2 = .000). 

FIGURE 4:  HOW SUGGESTED LIKELIHOOD AND SOURCE RELEVANCE SHAPE PERSUASION 


Perceived Confidence. Consistent with the prior studies, there was a main effect of suggested likelihood on perceived confidence (F(1,523) = 82.58, p < .001, p2 = .14). Participants felt like the speaker was more confident when they used a higher (MHigher = 4.66, SD = 1.51) rather than lower likelihood hedge (MLower = 3.50, SD = 1.55). There was also an effect of source relevance such that relevant sources were perceived as more confident (MRelevant = 4.48, SD = 1.54; MIrrelevant = 3.65, SD = 1.63 F(1,523) = 43.97, p < .001, p2 = .08).
Moderated Mediation. Finally, as predicted, a moderated mediation (Hayes PROCESS model 15, Hayes, 2017) underscores the underlying role of perceived confidence in driving suggested likelihood’s effects. Consistent with the prior studies, increasing suggested likelihood increased perceived confidence (b = 1.15, SE = .13; t(525) = 8.64, p < .001), which, in turn, increased persuasion (b = .30, SE = .04; t(521) = 7.71, p < .001). 
Moreover, there was a significant perceived confidence by source relevance interaction (b = .31, SE = .05; t(521) = 5.68, p < .001). While perceived confidence mediated the effect of suggested likelihood when the source was relevant (indirect effect= .70; 95% CI = [.53, .88]) or irrelevant (indirect effect = .34; 95% CI [.23, .47]), perceived confidence’s effect on persuasion was reduced when the source was irrelevant, which reduced suggested likelihood’s effect on persuasion (index of moderated mediation = .34; 90% CI [.21, .53]).  Including the mediator in the model reduces the direct effect to non-significance for both relevant and irrelevant sources, indicating “full” mediation.

Discussion

	Results of Study 4A underscore the findings of the prior studies, while providing further evidence for the role of perceived confidence in driving the effects.  First, consistent with Studies 1, 2A, and 3, hedges that used higher likelihood hedges (i.e., “almost certainly” rather than “it feels like”) were more persuasive.  
Second, the results demonstrate the role of perceived confidence through both mediation and moderation.  Using higher likelihood hedges made speakers seem more confident, which made listeners more likely to follow what they suggested. Consistent with the hypothesized role of perceived confidence, though, these effects were moderated by the communicator’s relevance to the domain of interest.  When the communicator was less relevant, their confidence was less meaningful, and thus their hedge style had less of an impact on persuasion.

STUDY 4B: MODERATING HEDGE PERSPECTIVE

Study 4B further tests the hypothesized process behind hedge perspective through moderation. If perspective’s effect on persuasion is driven by perceived confidence, as we suggest, then factors that impact how confident a speaker seems should moderate this effect. 
To test this possibility, in addition to manipulating hedge perspective, Study 4B also manipulates source expertise (DeBono and Harnish 1988; Tost, Gino and Larrick 2012). Experts tend to have more experience in a domain, and as a result, the same variations in language are likely more meaningful. When an expert says they think something is good, for example, it says more about how confident they are than when a novice says the same thing. This larger impact of hedge perspective on perceived confidence, in turn, should have corresponding effects on persuasion. If our theorizing about the role of perceived confidence is correct, hedge perspective’s impact on persuasion should be stronger for experts (than novices).  
To test generalizability, we also use a different, and hedonic, domain. 

Method

Participants (N = 456, Prolific) completed an experiment online and were randomly assigned to a condition in a 2 (Hedge Perspective: Personal vs. General) x 2 (Source Expertise: Expert vs. Novice) between-subjects design. See https://aspredicted.org/5JB_5TJ for pre-registration.
Participants imagined deciding what to order at a restaurant. Everyone was told that the server said a particular item would be an excellent choice. To manipulate hedge perspective, we varied whether the hedge contained a first-person singular pronoun. In the general perspective condition, the server said (“It feels like this is an excellent choice”), while in the personal perspective condition they said (“I feel like this is an excellent choice”).
In addition, to manipulate source expertise, we manipulated who shared the opinion.  In the expert condition, participants were told the server “is an experienced server and has been working at the restaurant for many years.” In the novice condition they were told the server “is new to serving and hasn’t been working at the restaurant very long.”
Participants then completed the dependent variable and mediator from the prior studies, as well as the attention checks, demographics, and a manipulation check. Supporting the effectiveness of the source expertise manipulation, participants felt that the experienced server was significantly more experienced (MExpert = 6.01, SD = 1.41; MNovice = 2.07, SD = 1.20; F(1,452) = 1047.51, p < .001, 2 = .70).

Results

	Persuasion. In addition to an effect of source expertise (F(1,452) = 59.49, p < .001, p2 = .12), a 2 x 2 ANOVA revealed the predicted hedge perspective by source expertise interaction (F(1,452) = 5.89. p = .016, p2 = .013).  As in the prior studies, when the source was an expert, a personal hedge was more persuasive than a general one (MPersonal = 5.37, SD = 1.01; MGeneral = 4.53, SD = 1.31; F(1,452) = 31.01, p < .001, p2 = .064). In addition, consistent with the hypothesized role of perceived confidence, when the speaker was a novice this effect was reduced (MPersonal = 4.30, SD = 1.00; MGeneral = 3.97, SD = 1.20; F(1,452) = 4.75, p = .030, p2 = .010). 
FIGURE 5: HOW HEDGE PERSPECTIVE AND EXPERTISE SHAPE PERSUASION 
 

Perceived Confidence. In addition to main effects of hedge perspective (F(1,452) = 62.96, p < .001, p2 = .12) and source expertise (F(1,452) = 79.66, p < .001, p2 = .15), results revealed the predicted interaction (F(1,452) = 5.12, p = .024, p2 = .011). The effect of hedge perspective on perceived confidence was stronger when the communicator was an expert (MPersonal = 5.18, SD = 1.47; MGeneral = 3.67, SD = 1.75; F(1,452) = 51.56, p < .001, p2 = .102) than when they were a novice (MPersonal = 3.52, SD = 1.56; MGeneral = 2.68, SD = 1.52; F(1,452) = 16.21, p < .001, p2 = .04).
Moderated Mediation. Finally, as predicted, a moderated mediation (Hayes PROCESS model 7, Hayes, 2017) underscores the underlying role of perceived confidence in driving hedge perspective’s effects. Consistent with the prior studies, hedges that used personal rather than general perspective increased perceived confidence (b = .84, SE = .21; t(452) = 4.03, p < .001), which, in turn, increased persuasion (b = .48, SE = .02; t(453) = 20.24, p < .001).  Further, as predicted, source expertise moderated this effect (b = .67, SE = .30; t(452) = 2.27, p = .024). While perceived confidence mediated the effect of hedge perspective on persuasion for both experts (indirect effect = .73; 95% CI = [.52, .96]) and novices (indirect effect = .40; 95% CI [.21, .61]), consistent with the underlying role of perceived confidence, the effect was weaker for novices (index of moderated mediation = .34; 90% CI [05, .62]). Including the mediator in the model reduces the direct effect to non-significance for both expert and novice sources, indicating “full” mediation.
 
Discussion

	Results of Study 4B further underscore the findings of the prior studies, while providing additional evidence for perceived confidence’s role in driving the effect.  First, consistent with studies 1, 2B, and 3, hedges that adopted a personal perspective (i.e., “I feel like”) were more persuasive than identical hedges with a general perspective (i.e., “it feels like”).  
Second, results highlight the role of perceived confidence through both mediation and moderation. Using personal hedges made speakers seem more confident which made listeners more likely to follow their recommendations. That said, consistent with the hypothesized role of perceived confidence, these effects were moderated by speaker expertise. When speakers were novices, hedging had less of an impact on how confident they seemed, which mitigated hedges effect of persuasion. 
Taken together, Studies 4A and 4B demonstrate that factors that moderate the relationship between hedge style and perceived confidence (Study 4B) or perceived confidence and persuasion (Study 4A) moderate the relationship between hedge style and persuasion. 
GENERAL DISCUSSION

Communicating uncertainty is an inescapable part of marketplace interactions. Customer service representatives suggest solutions that “they think” will work, marketers inform buyers about risks a product “may” have, and consumers recommend restaurants that have the best food “in their opinion”. Such communications are critical in determining which solutions are implemented, which products are bought, and which restaurants are visited.
But while it is clear that hedging is both frequent and important, less is known about its impact.  Do hedges always hurt persuasion?  If not, which hedges more or less persuasive, and why?
Six studies explore these questions. First, they demonstrate that different types of hedges have different effects. Consistent with our theorizing, hedges associated with higher likelihood of occurrence (Studies 1, 2A, 3, and 4A) or that take a personal (rather than general) perspective (Studies 1, 2B, 3, and 4B) are more persuasive. Further, hedges don’t always reduce persuasion (Studies 2A and 2B). Testing these effects using dozens of different hedges, across multiple domains, and using multiple measure of persuasion (including consequential choice) speaks to their robustness and generalizability. 
Second, the studies demonstrate a common process that underlies these effects.  When communicators use hedges associated with higher likelihood, or a personal (rather than general) perspective, it makes them seem more confident. This, in turn, increases persuasion (Study 1, 3, 4A and 4B). Demonstrating these effects through mediation (Studies 1, 3, 4A and 4B) and moderation (Studies 4A and 4B) underscores robustness. Further, while other factors may contribute, the studies conducted here indicate full mediation by perceived confidence, highlighting its importance.

Contributions and Implications
	These findings make several contributions. First, while little empirical work has examined hedges, the work that does exist often treats them as one homogeneous set, all having similar effects.  This paper provides an important correction, delineating two key dimensions on which hedges vary and demonstrating their influence on persuasion. By outlining how both suggested likelihood and hedge perspective shape hedges’ impact, we help communicators, researchers, and others interested in using hedges to better understand their effects.
Second, and along these lines, this work may help explain prior inconsistent findings. Previous work has found that hedges can hurt (Blankenship and Holtgraves 2005), help (Yeomans et al. 2020) or have no effect (Hosman and Stiltanen 2011) on communicators and the messages they deliver. One reason for this discrepancy may be that different studies used different hedges.  As our results demonstrate, different types of hedges have different effects. Consequently, whether combining multiple hedges, or exploring hedges individually, future work may want to consider hedge types. 
Third, these findings contribute to a range of different literatures.  While prior work has examined the consequences of confidence (Rucker, Tormala, and Briñol 2014; Tomala and Petty 2002), there has been less attention to what drives perceptions of confidence in the first place.  We demonstrate that small shifts in language can have a large impact on how confident communicators seem. Additionally, while persuasion research suggests that communicating uncertainty should reduce confidence and persuasion (Blankenship and Holtgraves 2005; Erikson et al, 1978), our findings demonstrate that how uncertainty is communicated, or the language used, plays an important role in whether it reduces persuasion.  Finally, we contribute to work on language in marketing, demonstrating the impact of a subtle but powerful linguistic feature, and how it impacts consumer behavior. 
Fourth, for people who need to communicate in uncertain environments, this work provides guidance for how to do so more effectively.  Using hedges that take a personal perspective, for example, or have higher suggested likelihoods, should increase persuasion.  When talking about a movie, for example, saying “I feel like it will be amazing” rather than “it feels like it will be amazing” should increase the likelihood that others go see it. Similarly, when discussing a competitor’s unreleased product with a customer, saying “I think” rather than “I feel like” “their product will be inferior” should make it more likely that the customer takes the salesperson’s advice.  As a result, marketers may want to encourage consumers to take a personal perspective when sharing word of mouth, and companies may want to encourage salespeople to think about the right hedges to use when pitching products.

Directions for Future Research
We focused on the consequences of hedges, but future work might also explore the causes. When and why, for example, do communicators hedge? Prior work suggests that hedges are associated with politeness (Brennan and Ohaeri 1999; Mcwhorter 2022) and receptiveness (Yoemans et al. 2020), so these aspects may play a role. Similarly, future work might examine if communicators tend to use different types of hedges in different situations.  Do people tend to use certain types of hedges when actively trying to persuade others, for example, or trying to make a positive impression? What about when they are trying to convey confidence or uncertainty?
	Work might also examine the fit between the characteristics or motivations of hedgers and hedges’ effects on audiences. Do communicators select different types of hedges based on the information they have available, and their certainty around it?  Does hedging actually achieve communicators communication goals, whatever they are? Or is there a disconnect between what communicators are hoping for and what actually occurs?  Is using a personal hedge actually linked to greater communicator confidence, for example, or is that just how audiences perceive them? Future research might examine these and other related questions, exploring the match between the production of hedges and their reception.
	Other downstream effects of hedging are also worth exploring. Compared to unhedged statements, hedging communicates greater ambiguity, uncertainty, or “fuzziness” (Lakoff 1975). Such tentativeness might reduce persuasion, but might it be beneficial in other ways?  Take situations where statements or information turn out to be incorrect. Are communication audiences less upset when those statements were hedged initially? And do they make different attributions (e.g., greater prudence) about communicators as a result? 
Finally, future work might also examine the impact of other forms of equivocation. This paper focuses on hedges that communicate that a given statement is true with varying degrees of certainty. When talking about a restaurant and its food, for example, these hedges answer the question of whether or not the food is good (e.g., This restaurant “might have good food” or “In my opinion, this restaurant has good food”). 
Other words, however, can indicate how true a statement is (e.g., “this restaurant has pretty good food”) or how frequently a statement has been true in the past (e.g., “This restaurant usually has good food”). The mechanisms that drive these effects are likely quite different then the ones discussed here, though, and offer interesting directions for future research. 
For example, instead of answering whether or not a statement is true, words like “pretty” and “sort of” answer the question “how true is this statement” (in this case, how good is the food). Because these words modify the level of trueness of statement (instead of the certainty about a given level of trueness), their impact is likely driven by the motivation of the listener. Saying that a statement is “pretty” or “really” true may be more persuasive than “sort of” and “kind of” when a listener is motivated to optimize their action but may be equally persuasive when a listener is merely satisficing and would accept any level of trueness above a given threshold.
Another related form of equivocation is words that communicate the frequency with which a statement has been true previously (e.g., “This restaurant often has good food” or “This restaurant usually has good food”). Rather than making an assertion about a particular, focal, instance (i.e., the current food), they offer a summary of the past and invite a listener to draw conclusions about the present and future.
The persuasive impact of these words is potentially driven by the context they are received in. Words like “usually” or “often,” for example, may be particularly compelling in contexts where a listener is inclined to believe the past is representative of the present and future but might lose persuasive power in less predictable contexts. 
  
Conclusion
	In conclusion, hedging is ubiquitous, but its effects are less clear.  We demonstrate that different types of hedges have different consequences, both for the persuasiveness of communications and how communications are perceived. By understanding more about hedges, and how they shape persuasion, we can deepen our understanding of language, attitudes, and consumer behavior.
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