UNIVERSITY OF AMSTERDAM
X

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Guilty When Proven Innocent? The Lingering Negative Effects of False
Accusations on Trust and Organizational Decision-Making

Haesevoets, Tessa; Reinders Folmer, Chris; Brebels, Lieven

DOI
10.1007/s10869-024-09992-1

Publication date
2025

Document Version
Final published version

Published in
Journal of Business and Psychology

License
Article 25fa Dutch Copyright Act (https://www.openaccess.nl/en/policies/open-access-in-
dutch-copyright-law-taverne-amendment)

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):

Haesevoets, T., Reinders Folmer, C., & Brebels, L. (2025). Guilty When Proven Innocent?
The Lingering Negative Effects of False Accusations on Trust and Organizational Decision-
Making. Journal of Business and Psychology, 40(4), 833-857. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-
024-09992-1

General rights

It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations

If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

UVA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

Download date:08 Sep 2026


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-024-09992-1
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/guilty-when-proven-innocent-the-lingering-negative-effects-of-false-accusations-on-trust-and-organizational-decisionmaking(1646c7ca-de6b-4a49-8979-394f0664fee6).html
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-024-09992-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-024-09992-1

Journal of Business and Psychology
https://doi.org/10.1007/510869-024-09992-1

ORIGINAL PAPER q

Check for
updates

Guilty When Proven Innocent? The Lingering Negative Effects of False
Accusations on Trust and Organizational Decision-Making

Tessa Haesevoets'2® . Chris Reinders Folmer® - Lieven Brebels*

Accepted: 11 October 2024
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2024

Abstract

Organizational decisions often are critically dependent on reputational information. However, such reputational information is
not always accurate. In this research, we examine the lingering negative effects of false accusations on trust and decision-making
in an organizational hiring context. In four experimental studies, we assess how false accusations against an applicant that are
later refuted (vs. confirmed) may continue to exert negative effects on trust and hiring decisions. The results demonstrate that
refuting a false accusation can significantly increase—but may not fully restore—trust in the accused. Moreover, false accusa-
tions may not only continue to undermine trust but can also compromise hiring decisions. Critically, however, these “sticki-
ness” effects only occurred when false accusations questioned the applicant’s integrity, rather than their competence. This was
explained not by a decreased ability to rebuild damaged trust, but rather by its greater initial erosion: exonerating information
in fact repaired more trust after false integrity accusations (compared to false competence accusations), but this was insufficient
to restore the greater initial adverse effects of such accusations on trust. Implications for research and practice are discussed.

Keywords Misinformation - False accusations - Refutation - Lingering effects - Competence vs. integrity - Trust - Hiring
decisions

Introduction

In business settings, reputation is a key resource for evaluat-
ing the competences and trustworthiness of unfamiliar oth-
ers, and for mitigating the potential risks of trusting them.
A positive reputation is a critical asset for both firms and
individual employees, while a negative reputation can be an
important liability. In the current information age, however,
one important challenge concerns the risk of inaccurate or
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incomplete information. Due to the ease with which false
accusations can be spread, there is an increased risk of
developing inaccurate reputations. In business contexts,
such inaccurate reputations can undermine trust and result
in unjustified negative outcomes.

Although scholars have only recently begun to examine
the importance of reputational information for people’s per-
sonal and professional lives (e.g., Dores Cruz et al., 2021;
Kotamraju et al., 2014; Tan et al., 2023), prior research
has long recognized its relevance. For instance, previous
research has shown that mismatches between the reputa-
tions of authority figures and their actual behavior can have
negative consequences, such as retaliation and perceptions
of hypocrisy (Greenbaum et al., 2015; Jones & Skarlicki,
2005). Such findings underscore how reputational informa-
tion plays a critical role in shaping individuals’ reactions
and behaviors towards others. Another noteworthy stream of
research on the functions of reputational information high-
lights that gossip, although potentially harmful to a target’s
reputation, also serves as a tool for the sender’s sensemaking
(Sun et al., 2023). Together, these studies emphasize the pro-
found impact of reputational information in guiding behavior,
shaping reactions, and influencing interpersonal dynamics.
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However, as mentioned above, reputational information
is not always accurate and can be distorted by false accusa-
tions. While the effects of false accusations have been stud-
ied across various research domains (see below for a detailed
overview), there is limited understanding of how subsequent
exonerating evidence (i.e., evidence that disproves the ini-
tial accusation) affects reputations. Specifically, it remains
unclear whether, and under which conditions, such refutation
can fully restore trust in the accused.

In the present contribution, we begin to address these
underexamined questions by looking at how verbal refuta-
tions based on exonerating evidence from a source in the
context where the initial accusation was made (i.e., contex-
tual refutations) affect subsequent trusting of the accused.
More specifically, we will address this question from the
angle of hiring and selection decision processes, in which
information about a candidate’s reputation is particularly
important and influential (e.g., Petersen et al., 2000). Across
four experimental studies, we explore if (and how) accusa-
tions continue to exert a negative influence on trust in the
accused and willingness to hire even after a contextual refu-
tation. In addition, we examine if this impact differs depend-
ing on whether the accusation has consequences for the com-
petence- or for the integrity-based attributions regarding the
accused (i.e., accusation basis; see Kim et al., 2004, 2006).

The Importance of Trust

In order for organizations to operate effectively, trust is an
essential resource (Colquitt et al., 2007; Dirks & Ferrin,
2001, 2002). It is crucial for effective cooperation between
workers, departments, and branches of firms, but also for
interactions between firms and their clients or business part-
ners. In all these settings, trust allows these actors to make
themselves vulnerable to others which enables relationships
that are beneficial to both, despite the risk of being exploited
(Rousseau et al., 1998). The presence of trust demonstrably
offers numerous benefits, such as increased job satisfaction,
organizational citizenship behaviors, organizational commit-
ment, and job performances (see Deluga, 1995; Dirks & Fer-
rin, 2001, 2022; Ellis & Shockley-Zalabak, 2001). However,
despite being essential for organizations and their employees
to function optimally, trust was also revealed as “fragile—
easily broken and difficult to repair” (Schweitzer et al., 2006,
p- 1). Accordingly, damaged trust can deny organizations the
benefits that ensue from trusting relationships.

For deciding whether to trust someone (or not), repu-
tations can provide crucial information (Berg et al., 1995;
Hall et al., 2004; Kim et al., 2008; Kuwabara, 2015). One
domain for which this dynamic is particularly prominent
concerns decisions about hiring. In such settings, hiring
managers must fill vacancies with suitable candidates with
whom they typically had no prior direct interactions. Poor
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selection decisions may lead to considerable costs and even
harm. Therefore, under these circumstances, the decision-
making process is especially contingent on a candidate’s
reputational information (Petersen et al., 2000), such as
referrals from previous employers or head-hunters. Impor-
tantly, however, this is also a setting where such reputational
information may often not be accurate (e.g., fake references,
unreliable referrals). Moreover, hiring managers also fre-
quently encounter false information about job candidates
on the internet (e.g., Van Iddekinge et al., 2016). For these
reasons, hiring decisions are especially suitable for studying
how incorrect reputational information may impact trust in
organizational settings and whether it may continue to do so
despite being refuted.

The Stickiness of False Accusations

When it comes to reputation, accusations are particularly
damaging. Despite the great importance of ensuring that
organizations and individual employees are held account-
able for mistakes, integrity violations, and harassment, it
may also occur that they are undeservedly accused of such
practices, whether intentionally or not (Burnett et al., 2017;
Campbell & Manning, 2018; Garrett et al., 1989). The
adverse effects of such false accusations on both one’s repu-
tation and future prospects can be profound and may include
job loss, criminal investigation, and ostracism (Akel, 2018;
Burnett et al., 2017; Vanhamme et al., 2015).

Although previous research has shed light on how false
accusations can undermine trust in the accused, there is
limited understanding of how trust may be restored if such
accusations are later disproven. While existing literature has
explored various strategies offenders may employ to pre-
serve their reputation following a potential transgression
(i-e., studies on social accounts such as denial or apology,
see Ferrin et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2004), the extent to which
trust can be regained following a refutation based on exon-
erating evidence remains unclear from this prior research.

How might exoneration evidence affect trust in the
accused? Logically, it might be assumed that trust would
immediately be fully reinstated, given that the basis for its
erosion (the accusation) has been negated. However, relevant
theory suggests that accusations may also continue to have
lingering effects after being refuted. To begin with, insights
on trust repair indicate that trust recovers more slowly than
it is broken (Schweitzer et al., 2006). While a transgression
may have an immediate detrimental impact on trust, rebuild-
ing trust is a slower process that only occurs gradually over
time. This suggests that, although exonerating evidence may
remove the basis of the trust breach, the subsequent recovery
of trust may not be immediate: rather, it may be partial at
first, such that trust only becomes fully reinstated across a
longer time window.
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Another explanation lies not so much in the mechanics of
the recovery of trust, but rather in the associations that the
accusation has created in the observer’s mind. Social cogni-
tive research has demonstrated that corrections do not always
effectively lead to the abandonment of inaccurate beliefs (for
a comprehensive review, see Lewandowsky et al., 2012).
Rather, such research has found that people often continue
to rely on false beliefs or initial misinformation, even if this
information is later corrected (e.g., Anderson et al., 1980;
Ecker et al., 2010, 2011; Gilbert et al., 1990; Johnson &
Seifert, 1999; Ross et al., 1975, 1977; Wilkes & Leather-
barrow, 1988; Wilkes & Reynolds, 1999). According to this
research, corrections fail to negate their effects because peo-
ple may continue to rely on their initially constructed mental
models, struggle to accurately retrieve relevant information
from memory, or have developed greater cognitive fluency
and familiarity with the original information, making it seem
more plausible. While these explanations all point at biased
cognitions, other explanations suggest that this process may
also operate in a more reasoned manner, such that correc-
tions may fail to be effective because of reactance against
attempts to change one’s beliefs or views, or because of
motivated skepticism against incongruent information
(Lewandowsky et al., 2012). Concerning accusations, such
insights suggest that these could have lingering effects after
being refuted—either because exonerating evidence fails to
overturn the initial association with the (claimed) offense
or because people remain convinced of its veracity and dis-
count subsequent information that disproves this. In either
case, accusations would continue to undermine trust in the
accused person (leading to only partial trust repair), despite
exoneration at a later stage.

Existing research provides some indications of these pro-
cesses. To begin with, research on stigma indicates that past
involvement in socially deviant behavior may lead to persis-
tent stigmatization (Goffman, 1963; Bergman and Chalkley,
2007). Bergman and Chalkley (2007) refer to this process
as “stickiness”: “the extent to which taint from a mark is
perceived to remain in an individual following the removal
of the stigmatizing mark” (p. 251). Such evidence seems to
imply that the restoration of relationships indeed may not
be immediate once the basis of their disruption has been
removed and that such past associations may have linger-
ing effects. However, in such research, the source of stigma
tends to be actual deviant behavior (e.g., moral infractions,
see Goffman, 1963; participation in socially, morally, or
physically “tainted” work like in the sex industry or the
death care industry, see Bergman and Chalkley, 2007), rather
than false accusations that are later disproven.

More directly relevant are some isolated studies focus-
ing on either the political or the scientific domain. In the
political domain, a study by Bullock (2007) indicated that

incorrect information about a political candidate’s position
on relevant political themes leads to continued disapproval,
even after their actual (more favorable) position on these
issues was later clarified. Similarly, Cobb (2007) found that
a politician accused of a campaign finance violation was
rated more negatively even when this was later shown to
result from an accounting error committed by a third party
(for similar findings, see Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). Interest-
ingly, however, in the scientific domain, Greitemeyer and
Sagioglou (2015) found that the credibility of a researcher
who was suggested to be under investigation for academic
misconduct could be completely restored when this claim
was recanted.

A final stream of research in the legal domain has looked
at individuals who were wrongfully convicted (Clow &
Leach, 2015), or people who were acquitted following
accusations of misconduct (Burnett et al., 2017). Clow and
Leach (2015) found that people’s perceptions of wrongfully
convicted persons were actually very similar to their nega-
tive, stigmatized views of actual offenders. Burnett et al.
(2017) found through interviews with individuals who were
declared “legally innocent” (i.e., acquitted or not charged)
after allegations of (mostly sexual) abuse that these individu-
als continued to face harm to their employment prospects,
as well as ongoing stigma and damage to their reputations.
As they experienced it, their acquittal was unable to lift the
cloud of suspicion, as others might nevertheless remain con-
vinced of their guilt.

In sum, previous research on trust recovery following
false accusations outlines several potential outcomes. Some
suggest that exonerating information could fully restore
the image of the accused (e.g., Greitemeyer & Sagioglou,
2015), in line with the logical argument that the basis for the
accusation has been negated. Conversely, others suggest that
exoneration may have little, if any, beneficial impact (e.g.,
Clow & Leach, 2015). And some suggest that exonerating
information may enable the image of the accused to recover
partially, leaving some lingering doubts or damage (e.g.,
Bullock, 2007; Cobb, 2007). Critically, however, few of
these prior studies have directly looked at false accusations
(rather than other types of incorrect information). Further-
more, they have mostly focused on controversial topics (like
abuse and miscarriages of justice) and specific actors (like
politicians, scientists, and ex-convicts). Moreover, this prior
work generally lacks strong research designs that distinguish
guilt confirmation from guilt refutation of the accused, does
not track how trust evaluations evolve over time and across
different events, and lacks relevant comparison standards
(such as actual accusations or the absence of accusations).
The current work aims to move this literature forward by
addressing these limitations and examining these processes
in a more systematic manner.

@ Springer
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The Moderating Influence of Accusation Basis

In order to understand how trust may recover after an ini-
tial accusation that is later refuted, a crucial factor that may
help to distinguish between different possible outcomes is
the basis of the accusation. As noted, the existing empiri-
cal research that aligns with this question does not only
encompass very different domains but also very different
offenses, ranging from honest mistakes to willfully abusive
and unethical behaviors. In this way, the basis of the accusa-
tion may not only impact its detrimental impact on trust but
also its recovery after exoneration. Crucially, manipulating
the perceived basis of the accusation could help determine
whether the recovery of trust after a false accusation is either
full and immediate, gradual over time (i.e., non-immediate),
or incomplete and lingering. More specifically, if the restora-
tion of trust after false accusations would be full and imme-
diate, then the basis of the accusation should not matter for
the recovery of trust, which would be full and immediate in
all instances. Conversely, if the recovery of trust is a process
that evolves gradually over time, then accusations with dif-
ferent bases may recover at equivalent rates, yet they may
culminate in different levels of trust depending on the mag-
nitude of the initial trust breach. Finally, if false accusations
have lingering effects, then the recovery of trust may differ
depending on the basis of the accusation, such that trust may
recover more fully for some accusation bases than for others.

A key distinction here—and one that may be especially
relevant in organizational contexts—concerns whether the
accusation raises doubts regarding the competence or regard-
ing the integrity of the accused. Competence refers to the
extent to which one possesses the technical and interpersonal
skills required for a certain job, whereas integrity concerns
the extent to which one adheres to a set of principles that a
perceiver finds appropriate and acceptable (see Ferrin et al.,
2007; Kim et al., 2004, 2006, 2009). These two accusation
bases are particularly important because they represent two
of the most important qualities for determining someone’s
trustworthiness (Barber, 1983; Butler & Cantrell, 1984;
Cook & Wall, 1980; Mayer et al., 1995), the psychological
mechanism that we assume to underlie the stickiness of false
accusations. Competence and integrity have been associ-
ated with differences in the erosion of trust and its social
accounts-based recovery (e.g., see Ferrin et al., 2007; Kim
et al., 2004, 2006, 2009; Noor et al., 2023) and represent
key attributional bases in organizational settings, including
selection (see Connelly et al., 2016, 2018; Noor et al., 2023;
Patterson et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2018). As such, whether
an accusation is based on competence or integrity attribu-
tions may prove to be a critical distinction for how accusa-
tions impact trust and the extent to which these continue to
“stick” once refuted.

@ Springer

Hypothesis Development

How then could the basis of the accusation impact the
stickiness of false accusations? The seminal work of Kim
et al. (2004) is particularly relevant for this question. These
authors studied the effect of apology or denial after trust
violations. More specifically, the target apologized for or
denied an alleged tax violation, which was claimed to result
from either a lack of competence (inadequate knowledge) or
a lack of integrity (willful pursuit of gain). While the authors
principally focused on the effect of social accounts in this
situation, their findings are relevant for our current research
focus because they imply that damage to trust, as well as its
recovery, may be contingent on violation type. More specifi-
cally, their results indicated that both trusting beliefs and
trusting intentions were substantially eroded after alleged
competence and integrity violations, with some indications
that this decline was stronger for integrity than for compe-
tence (although the authors did not test this directly). The
authors also examined how social accounts could rebuild
trust following such alleged violations. Greater trust was
observed when targets apologized for competence-based
(vs. integrity-based) accusations and when they denied
responsibility for integrity-based (vs. competence-based)
accusations.

In sum, the above presented findings seem to suggest
that the trajectory of trust after false accusations may dif-
fer depending on their basis. In this way, comparing false
accusations relating to competence and integrity may help
to unravel whether the recovery of trust after exoneration
may be either full and immediate, non-immediate (i.e., grad-
ual over time), or may result in lingering effects. Existing
research does not yet illuminate this question because it fails
to track trust trajectories across events and time, while tak-
ing different accusation bases into consideration. In address-
ing this gap, we aim to build on prior research that also
distinguished between competence and integrity as bases for
trust violations (e.g., Ferrin et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2004,
2006, 2009). However, this previous research did not clarify
how trust recovers after contextual refutation, as their trust
restoration process was confounded with the social accounts
that they examined (in the sense that falsely denying a com-
petence fault also implies a lack of integrity).

The aim of the present work is therefore to provide more
insight into these questions by systematically analyzing the
possible lingering effects of false accusations about compe-
tence and integrity on trust and subsequent decision-making.
In concern for the significance of these questions for the
corporate domain, we do so in an organizational setting, by
focusing on the hiring and selection process. Building on
the systematic model of dispositional attribution of Reeder
and Brewer (1979; also see Skowronski & Carlston, 1987,
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1989), we propose that the difference in how people assess
negative information about competence and integrity offers
an important foundation for understanding if a refutation will
be sufficient to fully restore trust. This model assumes that
both competent and incompetent people can commit a com-
petence violation (e.g., when there is inadequate motivation or
opportunity to perform well), whereas integrity violations are
expected to solely be committed by those who lack integrity
(see Kim et al., 2004, 2006; Ferrin et al., 2007; Reeder et al.,
2001; for some applications of this model). Because integrity
violations are seen as more diagnostic, and thus also more
damaging to trust (Skowronski & Carlston, 1987), they can be
expected to be less easily repaired by a refutation than compe-
tence violations. In line with this reasoning, prior research has
shown that, once established, the belief that someone lacks
integrity is indeed very difficult, if not impossible, to discon-
firm (e.g., Ferrin et al., 2007; Haesevoets et al., 2015).

Based on the framework presented above, at least three
distinct hypotheses regarding the impact of exonerating infor-
mation after false accusations can be formulated. First, based
on the logic of negation (i.e., the exoneration removes the
basis for distrust), it can be expected that exonerating infor-
mation will be able to fully and immediately restore trust
in the accused. In this case, trust repair would be complete
and instantaneous, regardless of whether the accusation was
based on competence or integrity (Hypothesis 1). Secondly,
drawing on the idea that trust restoration might be a grad-
ual process rather than immediate, it can be expected that
exonerating information will eventually enable trust to fully
recover regardless of the basis of the accusation (competence
or integrity). However, this full recovery may not occur right
away but may instead unfold gradually over time. In other
words, there might be certain limits to the speed with which
trust can be recovered. In this case, although exoneration
information might restore trust at equivalent rates regard-
less of the basis of the accusation, exoneration may nonethe-
less result in different levels of post-refutation trust because
accusations with different bases may differ in the extent to
which they erode initial trust (e.g., harmed more by accusa-
tions about integrity than by accusations about competence)
(Hypothesis 2). And thirdly, based on the idea that initial
associations can be resistant to change (especially those con-
cerning integrity), it can be expected that exonerating infor-
mation will restore trust at different rates depending on accu-
sation basis. In this perspective, false accusations relating to
integrity may recover to a lesser extent than false accusations
relating to competence, leaving a lingering effect where trust
is only partially recovered (Hypothesis 3).

The Present Studies

To test whether exonerating information leads to either full
and immediate trust repair (Hypothesis 1), gradual (i.e.,

non-immediate) trust repair (Hypothesis 2), or partial (i.e.,
incomplete) trust repair (Hypothesis 3), we conducted a
series of four experimental studies. To enhance their practi-
cal relevance and external validity, these studies were all
conducted among individuals from the working population
who were placed in the role of a hiring manager.

In Study 1, we first aimed to examine whether exoneration
after false accusations enables trust in the accused to imme-
diately be fully restored (Hypothesis I) or not (Hypotheses 2
and 3). To examine this, participants were asked to assume
the role of a human resource manager responsible for hir-
ing an applicant who was accused of misconduct by their
previous employer. We compared a condition in which the
accusation was later confirmed with a condition in which
the accusation was later refuted by exonerating informa-
tion. Additionally, we also included a control condition in
which the job applicant was not accused of any misconduct.
Participants’ trust in the job applicant was measured repeat-
edly: once immediately after they were informed about the
alleged violation, and again after they were informed about
the confirmation or the refutation. Moreover, at the end of
the study, we also measured to what extent participants were
willing to hire the applicant.

Our subsequent two studies built on the insights of our first
study by examining whether exoneration will restore trust in
equal magnitude regardless of the basis of the accusation (cf.
Hypothesis 2), or whether it restores trust at different rates
depending on accusation basis (cf. Hypothesis 3). For this
reason, Study 2 expanded the setup of Study 1 by addition-
ally manipulating whether the misconduct was attributed to
either a lack of competence or a lack of integrity. Addition-
ally, in this second study, we utilized an alternative control
condition, in which the accusation was directed towards a
co-worker of the applicant. In Study 3, rather than includ-
ing a control condition (like we did in Studies 1 and 2), we
incorporated an additional pre-accusation trust measure, such
that trust was measured at three (instead of two) different time
points: before the accusation, after the accusation, and after
the refutation (or confirmation). This specific design feature
allowed us to investigate in a different way (and with more
precision) whether (or not) exonerating information is able to
fully restore trust to its pre-accusation level.

Finally, Study 4 explored the processes of trust restoration
after false accusations in a more realistic setting, by utilizing
an in-basket task in a simulated company. In this last study,
we specifically zoomed in on integrity accusations. More
specifically, we examined how rankings of job candidates
change over time in response to an initial integrity accusa-
tion, and the subsequent confirmation or refutation of these
claims. To further enhance the external validity of our find-
ings, for this study, we specifically recruited a sample of
participants who had direct experience with making hiring
decisions.

@ Springer
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Our four studies all complied with the relevant ethical
regulations regarding research with human participants.
Informed consent was obtained from every participant. All
manipulations and exclusions of participants in the stud-
ies are disclosed. Participants were recruited via Prolific, a
crowdsourcing company linking researchers and prospective
participants. Recent studies on data quality have shown that
Prolific provides higher data quality than popular alterna-
tive web-based recruitment platforms (Peer et al., 2017) and
performed well relative to widely used panels maintained
by commercial survey firms and in-person research with
undergraduate students (Douglas et al., 2023; Peer et al.,
2023). In all four studies, we explicitly recruited adult partic-
ipants living in the United Kingdom (UK) and/or the United
States (US), and we restricted participation to respondents
currently in employment (i.e., participants had to be either
full-time or part-time employed). The four samples were
independent, meaning that they did not overlap.

To determine appropriate sample sizes, we opted not to
use explicit a priori calculations; instead, we modeled our
approach on sample sizes from prior studies addressing the
correction of false beliefs, such as misinformation (e.g.,
Lithander et al., 2021; Rich et al., 2017; Van Loon et al.,
2015). Specifically, we targeted around 50 participants per
condition in our between-subjects designs, reflecting com-
mon practices in the field and aiming to achieve sufficient
statistical power to identify meaningful effects. After data
collection was completed, for each study, we conducted a
sensitivity power analysis to calculate the minimum effect
size detectable given our study designs and sample sizes.
Although these analyses are post-hoc, they offer insight into
the minimum effect size our studies could reliably detect.

We did not preregister our study designs, hypotheses, or
analysis plans prior to conducting the studies. The materi-
als used in our studies are all included in the Supplemen-
tary Materials file, and the data and data analysis scripts
are made publicly available via Open Science Framework:
https://osf.io/7Twqgs.

Study 1
Method
Sample, Design, and Power

A total of 168 participants were recruited through Prolific.
They were pre-selected by means of the screening criteria
provided by Prolific, which include a wide range of vari-
ables relating to (among many other topics) participants’
employment status. Only participants who were based in
the UK and who were employed full-time were eligible to
participate. To ensure high quality responses, we excluded
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responses from 21 participants (12.5%) who failed our atten-
tion check (i.e., “please select the second response option™).
This resulted in a final sample of 147 working adults (94
female participants). Participants were on average 36.00
years old (SD = 10.45), worked 37.48 hours a week (SD =
4.17), and had 8.58 years of work experience in their current
function (SD = 6.96).

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three
experimental conditions. In the first two conditions, a job
applicant was accused of a wrongdoing, which was subse-
quently either confirmed (“Accused & Confirmed” condi-
tion; n = 53) or refuted (“Accused & Refuted” condition; n =
44). In the third condition, the job applicant was not accused
of any wrongdoing. This latter condition (rn = 50) served as
the control condition.

For this first study, we based our sensitivity analysis on
the critical between-subjects factor (condition) X within-
subjects variable (trust) interaction, which provided the most
direct and relevant test of our hypotheses. The results of
this analysis, conducted with the “WebPower” package in R
(Zhang & Mai, 2023), revealed that, at a = .05, the Study 1
sample size yielded 80% power to detect interaction effects
of size partial #* = .063 (or larger). When we compare this
effect size to the effect size obtained in Study 1 (i.e., partial
n* = .515, see Table 1), it becomes clear that Study 1 was
sufficiently powered.

Procedure

Vignettes Part 1 After consenting to participate in the study
and providing demographic information, participants were
presented with the first part of the study. During this first
part, participants in all three conditions were asked to read
the following introduction text:

You work as an HR manager at the company DK Prod-
ucts, a large supplier for various car assembly compa-
nies in the UK, with more than 200 employees in the
London area. You are responsible for the recruitment
of new personnel in this company. Currently, there is
a vacancy within your company, and it is your job to
interview applicants who are eligible to fill this posi-

Table 1 Results of the repeated-measures ANOVA with “trust” as
within-subjects variable and “condition” as between-subjects variable
(Study 1)

Variable df F Partial ;12 )4

Trust 1, 144 23.22 139 <.001
Condition 2, 144 67.93 485 <.001
Trust X condition 2,144 76.37 515 <.001
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tion. Next week, you will meet Alex Johnson. Alex
seems to be the perfect candidate to carry out the job.
Alex has the right competences and qualifications for
the job and has the required experience from previous
jobs. As HR manager, it is your responsibility to check
the job history of each applicant. Over the last years,
Alex has worked at a company called WorldTec. You
remember that this company was recently in the news:
Something happened there that caused a substantial
financial loss for the company.

After reading this information, participants were imme-
diately presented with our accusation manipulation. In the
“Accused & Confirmed” and in the “Accused & Refuted”
condition, the job applicant was accused of being responsi-
ble for the company’s loss:

You happen to know someone who works at World-
Tec. You decide to contact this person to learn more
about Alex and this incident. As it turns out, your con-
tact believes that Alex is responsible for the incident.
According to your contact, Alex made a serious mis-
take while processing an order. Because of this, an
important deadline was missed, resulting in a financial
loss for the company.

Whereas in the control condition, the job applicant was
not accused of being responsible for the company’s loss:

You happen to know someone who works at World-
Tec. You decide to contact this person to learn more
about Alex and this incident. As it turns out, your
contact believes that Alex is not responsible for the
incident. According to your contact, Alex had nothing
to do with the mistake that caused the financial loss
for the company.

Measures Part 1 Manipulation Checks The effectiveness of
our accusation manipulation was tested with the following
two check questions: “How responsible was Alex for the
incident?” and “To what extent was the loss Alex’s fault?”
(1 = not at all, 7 = very much so). The scores on these two
post-accusation checks were averaged (Cronbach’s alpha =
97).

Trust (Time 1)The extent to which participants trusted the job
applicant after the accusation manipulation took place (i.e.,
“post-accusation trust”) was subsequently measured using an
adapted version of the seven-item trust scale of Haesevoets
et al. (2022). A sample item of this scale is as follows: “I
think I can trust Alex to be completely honest with me and
my company” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much so; Cronbach’s

alpha = .97). The full item list is found in Appendix A of the
Supplementary Materials file.

Vignettes Part 2 After answering these measures,
participants were asked to imagine that a couple of
days later, they received an email from their contact
at WorldTec. This message stated that there had been
an internal investigation to evaluate all employees and
their involvement in the incident. The report that was
attached to this email constituted our refutation manip-
ulation. The attached report concluded that the job
applicant was indeed responsible for the company’s
financial loss in the “Accused & Confirmed” condi-
tion, whereas in the “Accused & Refuted” condition
as well as in the control condition, the attached report
concluded that the job applicant was not held respon-
sible (the exact wordings of these reports are included
in Appendix B (Figure B1-B3) of the Supplementary
Materials file).

Measures Part 2 Manipulation Checks To test the effective-
ness of our refutation manipulation, after the second part of
the vignettes, participants were asked to answer the same
two check questions as we used in the first part of the study.
The scores on these two post-refutation checks were also
averaged (Cronbach’s alpha = .97).

Trust (Time 2) The same seven items as we employed during
the first part of the study were again used to probe partici-
pants’ trust in the job applicant after the refutation manipu-
lation took place (i.e., “post-refutation trust”’; Cronbach’s
alpha = .98).

Hiring Intention Moreover, to measure the extent to which
participants were willing to hire the job applicant, we used a
four-item scale of which the two negatively stated items are
based on the job-hiring recommendation scale (Sawaoka &
Monin, 2015). A sample item is as follows: “I recommend
that Alex is not hired for the position” (1 = strongly agree,
7 = strongly disagree; Cronbach alpha = .93; see Appendix
A of the Supplementary Materials file for the full item list).

Results
Manipulation Checks

The results of a one-way ANOVA revealed a significant
main effect of the three conditions on the post-accusation
manipulation check scale, F(2, 144) = 599.69, p < .001,
7°p = .893. Subsequent post-hoc tests showed that, after
the accusation manipulation, participants viewed the job
applicant as significantly more responsible (both ps < .001)
when he or she was accused of the wrongdoing (“Accused &
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Confirmed”: M = 6.23, SD = 0.89; “Accused & Refuted”: M
= 6.38, SD = 0.84) than when he or she was not accused of
the wrongdoing (“Control”: M = 1.20, SD = 0.80). As such,
our accusation manipulation was indeed successful. Because
the manipulation checks were solicited prior to the second
vignette (in which the accusations against the applicant were
confirmed or refuted), no significant differences in respon-
sibility perceptions were observed at this point between
the “Accused & Confirmed” condition and the “Accused &
Refuted” condition (p = .390).

A similar analysis revealed also a significant main effect
of the three conditions on the post-refutation manipulation
check scale, F(2, 144) = 652.71, p < .001, »°p = .901.
After the refutation manipulation, participants deemed
the job applicant significantly more responsible (both ps
< .001) when the accusation was confirmed (“Accused
& Confirmed”: M = 6.75, SD = 0.46) than when the
accusation was not confirmed (“Accused & Refuted”: M
= 1.22, SD = 0.94; “Control”: M = 1.38, SD = 1.23). The
difference between the latter two conditions did not reach
statistical significance (p = .368). These results indicate that
our refutation manipulation was also successful.

Changes in Trust

We subsequently conducted a 3 (condition: Accused & Con-
firmed vs. Accused & Refuted vs. Control) X 2 (trust: post-accu-
sation and post-refutation) repeated-measures ANOVA, with the
latter factor being the within-subjects factor. The results of this
analysis are summarized in Table 1; the means and standard
deviations for each condition are reported in Table 2.

As shown in Table 1, we found significant main effects of
trust and condition, as well as a significant two-way interac-
tion between trust and condition. This significant interaction
(which is visualized in Fig. 1) was further explored using
simple effects tests. The results of these tests showed that,
although in the “Accused & Refuted” condition post-refuta-
tion trust was significantly higher (p < .001) than post-accu-
sation trust, post-refutation trust in this specific condition
was still significantly lower (p < .001) than post-refutation
trust in the control condition (in which the applicant was
never accused). As such, in line with Hypotheses 2 and 3,
these findings provide some evidence that, after a refuted
accusation, trust increases but it does not fully recover.

Hiring Intention
Moreover, a one-way ANOVA on the hiring intention scale
showed a significant main effect of the three conditions, F(2,

144) = 93.58, p < .001, #*p = .565. Subsequent post-hoc
tests showed that, although participants were significantly
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Table 2 Mean trust score (and standard deviation) of each condition
(Study 1)

Condition Trust

Post-accusation (T1) Post-refutation (T2)

Accused & Confirmed
Accused & Refuted
Control (no accusation)

332 (1.11),4
3.18 (1.20),4
5.23 (0.91),y

275 (1.19)gx
4.42 (0.90)gy
5.42(1.07),,

Note. Post-accusation trust refers to the level of trust after the accusa-
tion manipulation took place; post-refutation trust refers to the level
of trust after the refutation manipulation took place

Ap. means with different subscripts within the same row differ sig-
nificantly (p < .05); x.z: means with different subscripts within the
same column differ significantly (p < .05)

more willing to hire the job applicant (p < .001) in the
“Accused & Refuted” condition (M = 4.78, SD = 1.22) than
in the “Accused & Confirmed” condition (M = 2.49, SD =
1.31), they were significantly less willing to do so (p < .001)
than in the control condition (M = 5.71, SD = 1.14), where
the applicant had not been accused.

Discussion

The results of this first study show that refuting a false
accusation significantly increases the extent to which the
falsely accused person is trusted, but that post-refutation
trust is still lower than when no accusation took place.
Similar findings were found regarding hiring intentions.
The present study thus provides a first indication that,
in the context of selection decisions, exoneration after
false accusations does not fully restore the image of the
accused, as predicted by Hypotheses 2 and 3 (and contrary
to Hypothesis 1).

However, the present findings do not yet enable us to
distinguish whether this may be rooted in the possibil-
ity that false accusations (especially those concerning
integrity) lead to associations that are resistant to change
(as predicted by Hypothesis 3), or rather, the possibil-
ity that trust may recover only gradually over time (as
predicted by Hypothesis 2). To examine this, Study 2
manipulates the basis of the accusation (competence or
integrity), to assess whether the restoration of trust may
differ depending on the nature of the accusation. If it is
indeed the case that false accusations lead to continuing
associations, then it can be expected that trust recovers
less following accusations that signal a lack of integ-
rity (as opposed to a lack of competence), in light of its
greater “diagnosticity” and harmfulness (see, e.g., Skow-
ronski & Carlston, 1987; also see Ferrin et al., 2007;
Haesevoets et al., 2015).
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Fig. 1 Two-way interaction
between “trust” and “condition”
(Study 1). Note. Post-accusation
trust refers to the level of trust
after the accusation manipula- 6
tion took place; post-refutation
trust refers to the level of trust
after the refutation manipulation
took place. Error bars represent
standard errors. ***p < .001

Trust Score

Condition

=== Accused & Confirmed
= Accused & Refuted
Control (no accusation)

*k Kk

Post-accusation

Study 2
Method

Sample, Design, and Power

A sample of 332 participants were recruited through Pro-
lific. As in Study 1, they were pre-selected by means of the
screening criteria provided by Prolific. Only participants
who reside in the UK or the US and who were employed
full-time were eligible to participate. Thirty-five participants
(10.5%) were excluded from the analyses (the criteria for
exclusion are outlined below). This resulted in a final sam-
ple of 297 working adults (176 female participants; M, =
33.89, SD = 9.40). On average, participants worked 38.03
hours a week (SD = 6.68) and had 8.20 years of work experi-
ence in their current function (SD = 7.22).

In the present study, we employed a 2 (violation type:
competence vs. integrity) X 3 (refutation: Accused & Con-
firmed vs. Accused & Refuted vs. Control) between-subjects
design. We used an alternative control condition in which a
colleague of the job applicant was accused of wrongdoing.
This alternative control condition addresses the possibility
that in Study 1, the control condition might potentially have
evoked some initial distrust against the job applicant, by
mentioning inquiries about their possible involvement in the
incident (which the contact person first tentatively and then
conclusively refuted). For this reason, Study 2 utilized a dif-
ferent operationalization in which another employee (rather
than the job applicant himself/herself) was mentioned in
relation to the incident.

Similar to Study 1, we based our sensitivity analysis on
the between-subjects factor (refutation) X within-subjects
variable (trust) interaction. The results of this analysis
revealed that the Study 2 sample size yielded 80% power
to detect interaction effects of size partial > = .032 (or

Post-refutation

Trust

Table 3 Results of the repeated-measures ANOVA with “trust” as
within-subjects variable and “violation type” and “refutation” as
between-subjects variables (Study 2)

Variable df F Partial > p
Trust 1,291 118.57 .290 <.001
Violation type 1,291 10.73 .036 .001
Refutation 2,291 209.28 .590 <.001
Trust X violation type 1,291 9.34 .031 .002
Trust X refutation 2,291 230.92 .613 < .001
Violation type X refutation 2,291 5.29 .035 .006
Trust X violation type X refuta- 2,291 4.34 .029 .014

tion

larger). Comparing this effect size to the effect size obtained
in Study 2 (i.e., partial ;72 = .613, see Table 3), it becomes
clear that Study 2 was also sufficiently powered.

Procedure

Vignettes Part 1 In the first part of the study, all participants
first received a similar introduction text as we used in Study
1. Afterwards, they were presented with our violation type
manipulation. To this end, participants were asked to read
a newspaper article, in which the company’s financial loss
was attributed to either a lack of competence or a lack of
integrity on the part of one of its employees. More specifi-
cally, in the “competence” condition, the newspaper article
stated that the accused person missed an important deadline
because he or she used wrong product codes while process-
ing an important order, whereas in the “integrity” condi-
tion, the person was accused of repeatedly spending working
hours for personal use, thereby missing the important dead-
line. Importantly, in the “Accused & Confirmed” condition
and in the “Accused & Refuted” condition, the job applicant
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himself or herself (i.e., Alex) is the one who was accused of
this wrongdoing, whereas in the control condition, the accu-
sation was not directed towards the job applicant but towards
a co-worker of the job applicant (i.e., Chris). Appendix C
(Figures C1-C4) of the Supplementary Materials file pro-
vides a full overview of the exact wordings of the employed
newspaper articles.

Measures Part 1 Comprehension Checks To test if partici-
pants were able to correctly identify who, according to the
newspaper article, was accused of being responsible for the
company’s financial loss, we first asked participants the fol-
lowing: “Who is accused of being responsible for World-
Tec’s losses?” Participants had to choose between two
possible response options, those being “Alex Johnson” and
“Another WorldTec employee.” Nine participants’ responses
were inconsistent with their allocated condition, and they
were therefore removed from the analyses. Additionally, we
also tested if participants were able to correctly identify the
nature of the violation. To this end, participants were asked
“To what can WorldTec’s losses be attributed?” Here, we
provided “A lack of competence” and “A lack of integrity”
as the two possible response options. Of the remaining par-
ticipants, 20 selected the incorrect response and they were
hence also removed from further analyses.

Trust (Time 1) Participants’ trust in the job applicant (i.e.,
Alex) was subsequently measured for the first time using the
same seven-item trust scale as we employed in Study 1 (i.e.,
“post-accusation trust”’; Cronbach’s alpha = .98).

Vignettes Part 2 During the second part of the study, partici-
pants were asked to imagine they had investigated the issue
further and found a more recent newspaper article online that
included the results of the company’s internal investigation.
In the “Accused & Confirmed” condition, the newspaper
article concluded that the job applicant was indeed respon-
sible for the company’s loss. In the “Accused & Refuted”
condition, the article concluded that the job applicant was
not responsible for the company’s loss and that there was
no indication that either a lack of competence or integrity
on the part of the accused caused the loss. Finally, in the
control condition, where a co-worker of the job applicant
was accused, the article confirmed that this co-worker was
responsible for the loss. The exact wording of these news-
paper articles is found in Appendix D (Figure D1-D6) of the
Supplementary Materials file.

Measures Part 2 Comprehension Checks To test the effec-
tiveness of our refutation manipulation, participants were
asked to indicate whether “sufficient” or “no evidence”
was found for the involvement of the accused person. The
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responses of six remaining participants were inconsist-
ent with their allocated condition, and they were thus also
excluded from the analyses.

Trust (Time 2) We used the same seven items as before to
measure participants’ trust in the job applicant (i.e., Alex)
for a second time (i.e., “post-refutation trust”; Cronbach’s
alpha = .99).

Hiring Decision Finally, as a behavioral measure, participants
were asked whether (or not) they would hire the job appli-
cant for the open vacancy: “Do you hire Alex for the posi-
tion?” (binary choice: Yes/No).

Results
Changes in Trust

We performed a 2 (violation type: competence vs. integ-
rity) X 3 (refutation: Accused & Confirmed vs. Accused &
Refuted vs. Control) X 2 (trust: post-accusation and post-
refutation) ANOVA, with repeated measures on the lat-
ter factor. Table 3 summarizes the results of this analysis;
Table 4 provides the means and standard deviations of each
condition.

As shown in Table 3, the results revealed that the main
and interaction effects all reached statistical significance.
The significant three-way interaction between trust, vio-
lation type, and refutation (which is visualized in Fig. 2)
was further analyzed using simple effects tests. These tests
revealed that, for both violation types, in the “Accused &
Refuted” condition, post-refutation trust was significantly
higher (both ps < .001) than post-accusation trust. However,
after a competence violation (see Fig. 2A), post-refutation
trust in the “Accused & Refuted” condition did not differ
significantly (p = .406) from post-refutation trust in the con-
trol condition (in which a co-worker of the job applicant was
accused), whereas after an integrity violation (see Fig. 2B),
post-refutation trust in the “Accused & Refuted” condition
was still significantly lower (p = .024) than post-refutation
trust in the control condition.

These findings hence indicate that, after a refuted accusa-
tion, trust failed to fully recover when the accusation con-
cerned a matter of integrity but did fully restore when the
accusation concerned a matter of competence. Critically,
however, when looking at the trajectory of trust from “post-
accusation” (T1) to “post-refutation” (T2), there was no
indication that trust recovered less for integrity accusations
than for competence accusations; in fact, the recovery of
trust was even greater in case of integrity accusations than
in case of competence accusations, F(1, 291) = 17.33, p <
001, n°p = .056.
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Table 4 Mean trust score (and
standard deviation) of each
condition (Study 2) Post-accusation (T1) Post-refutation (T2)

Condition Trust

Competence violation

Accused & Confirmed 2.96 (1.10)5x 2.24 (1.08)gx

Accused & Refuted 3.07 (1.07)5x 4.84 (1.02)gy

Control (other person accused) 4.79 (1.04) ,y 5.02 (1.22),y
Integrity violation

Accused & Confirmed 2.20 (1.09)xx 1.65 (0.92)x

Accused & Refuted 2.15 (0.96) ,x 4.71 (1.00)gy

Control (other person accused) 4.90 (0.97) oy 5.18 (1.00)g,

Note. Post-accusation trust refers to the level of trust after the accusation took place; post-refutation trust
refers to the level of trust after the refutation manipulation took place

Ag: means with different subscripts within the same row differ significantly (p < .05); x.,: means with dif-
ferent subscripts within the same column (of a specific violation type) differ significantly (p < .05)

Fig.2 Three-way interaction A) Competence Violation
between “trust,” “violation
type,” and “refutation” (Study Refutation
7 = Accused & Confirmed

2). Note. Post-accusation trust

refers to the level of trust after = Accused & Refuted

=== Control (other person accused)

the accusation took place; 6
post-refutation trust refers to the
level of trust after the refutation o 5
manipulation took place. Error 5
bars represent standard errors. ® 4
*n < .05 [
=
3
2
1
Post-accusation Post-refutation
Trust
B) Integrity Violation
Refutation
7 === Accused & Confirmed
= Accused & Refuted
=== Control (other person accused)
6
o 5 I *
o
®
- 4
[
2
'_
3
2
1

Post-accusation Post-refutation
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Table5 The number (and percentage) of participants who decided
(not) to hire the job applicant (Study 2)

Condition Hire applicant Do not hire applicant

Competence violation

Accused & Confirmed 6 (11.5%) 46 (88.5%)

Accused & Refuted 37 (75.5%) 12 (24.5%)

Control (another person 42 (84.0%) 8 (16.0%)
accused)

Integrity violation

Accused & Confirmed 3 (6.4%) 44 (93.6%)

Accused & Refuted 32 (62.7%) 19 (37.3%)

Control (other person 45 (93.8%) 3(6.3%)
accused)

Hiring Decision

The percentages of participants who decided (not) to hire the
job applicant are displayed in Table 5. To test the predicted
stickiness effect, a logistic regression analysis with violation
type, refutation, and their interaction as predictor variables
and hiring decision as dependent variable was performed. In
this analysis, we employed dummy coded variables for our
refutation variable, as this is a three-level nominal variable.

A significant interaction effect was found between viola-
tion type and the dummy that contrasted the “Accused &
Refuted” condition with the control condition (B = 1.66, SE
= 0.84, Wald’s (1) = 3.92, p = .048). To further explore
this interaction effect, we relied on simple slope analyses.
The results of these analyses showed that, after a compe-
tence violation, participants were equally likely to hire the
job applicant in the “Accused & Refuted” condition as in
the control condition (75.5% vs. 84.0%; B = 0.53, SE =
0.51, Wald’s ;(2(1) = 1.09, p = .269), indicating no sticki-
ness effect. However, after an infegrity violation, participants
were significantly less likely to hire the job applicant in the
“Accused & Refuted” condition than in the control condi-
tion (62.7% vs. 93.8%; B = 2.19, SE = 0.66, Wald’s y*(1) =
10.88, p = .001), indicating a stickiness effect.

Discussion

The results of this second study demonstrate that—in the
case of both competence and integrity violations—the refu-
tation of a false accusation significantly increases trust. Yet,
when the reputational information concerned a matter of
competence, the observed increase was sufficient to fully
restore trust in the accused job applicant. Conversely, when
the accusation concerned a matter of integrity, it was insuf-
ficient to do so (relative to the control condition in which not
the applicant, but someone else was accused). Moreover, we
found that false reputational information about someone’s
integrity not only undermines trust but also steers selection
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decisions. These findings indicate that false accusations con-
cerning integrity (but not competence) can have continuing
harmful effects after exoneration.

At first glance, these findings seem to be in line with
Hypothesis 3, which predicted that trust after false integrity
accusations would be more difficult to recover. Interestingly,
however, in absolute terms, exoneration restored more trust
in case of integrity accusations than in case of competence
accusations. This result suggests that the observed linger-
ing effects may not so much be explained by an inability
to rebuild trust after false integrity accusations (as sug-
gested by Hypothesis 3), but rather by the inability of trust
to fully recover immediately after exoneration. In this way,
the present findings also seem to align (at least partly) with
Hypothesis 2.

A particular limitation of our first two studies, however, is
that these studies did not directly test whether participants’
trust in the accused person is restored to its pre-accusation
level (i.e., the level it was before the accusation took place).
Instead, participants’ levels of trust were compared to a con-
trol condition, in which the applicant was not accused (Study
1), or a colleague was (Study 2). This begs the question of
whether the observed effects are robust if participants’ level
of trust after refutation would be compared with their own
initial levels of trust in the applicant, prior to the accusa-
tion. To examine this possibility and replicate and extend
our preceding findings, our next study adapted the design
of Study 2 by incorporating a baseline, pre-accusation trust
measure. This addition enables us to directly examine within
participants if a refutation can fully restore their trust in the
accused to its initial, pre-accusation level.

Study 3
Method

Sample, Design, and Power
We recruited 225 participants through Prolific. As in Studies
1 and 2, they were pre-selected by means of the screening
criteria provided by Prolific. Only participants who were
based in the UK or the US and who were employed full-time
were eligible to participate. Forty-four participants (19.5%)
were excluded from the analyses because they failed our
attention check (i.e., “please select the second response
option”). As such, the final sample consisted of 181 partici-
pants (99 female participants). Participants were on average
36.46 years old (SD = 9.59), worked 37.57 hours a week
(SD =4.15), and had 8.83 years of work experience in their
current function (SD = 7.38).

For this study, we employed a 2 (violation type:
competence vs. integrity) X 2 (refutation: Accused &
Confirmed vs. Accused & Refuted) between-subjects
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design. To examine if trust fully recovers to the level that
it was before the accusation took place, the present study
did not incorporate a control condition as part of the design
(like we did in our prior two studies). Instead, we measured
trust at three different time points, those being before the
accusation took place (i.e., “pre-accusation trust”), after
the accusation took place (i.e., “post-accusation trust”), and
after the refutation or confirmation took place (i.e., “post-
refutation trust”).

As before, we again based our sensitivity analysis on the
between-subjects factor (refutation) X within-subjects vari-
able (trust) interaction. The results of this analysis revealed
that the Study 3 sample size yielded 80% power to detect
interaction effects of size partial > = .051 (or larger). Com-
paring this effect size to the one obtained in Study 3 (i.e.,
partial 172 =.671, see Table 6), it can be concluded that Study
3 was also sufficiently powered.

Procedure

Vignettes Part 1 At the start of this study, participants were
presented with the following introduction text:

You work as an HR manager at the company DK Prod-
ucts, a large supplier for various car assembly compa-
nies in the UK, with more than 200 employees in the
London area. You are responsible for the recruitment
of new personnel in this company. Currently, there is
a vacancy within your company, and it is your job to
select applicants for interviews. For the function, you
are looking for someone with excellent communica-
tion skills who has a minimum of three years of recent
experience in order management. Next week, you will
meet Alex Johnson. Based on his/her resume, Alex
seems to be the perfect candidate to carry out the job.
Alex has the right competences and qualifications for

Table 6 Results of the repeated-measures ANOVA with “trust” as
within-subjects variable and “violation type” and “refutation” as
between-subjects variables (Study 3)

Variable df F Partial > p
Trust 2,176 266.71 .752 <.001
Violation type 1,177 31.63 .152 <.001
Refutation 1,177 80.18 312 <.001
Trust X violation type 2,176 1471 .143 <.001
Trust X refutation 2,176 179.09 .671 <.001
Violation type X refutation 1,177 0.31 .002 .576
Trust X violation type X refuta- 2,176 2.29 .025 .105

tion

the job and has the required experience from previous
jobs.

Below the introduction text, participants could find the
job applicant’s resume, from which it was apparent that this
person may be a particularly suitable candidate for the open
vacancy (see Appendix E (Figure E1) of the Supplementary
Materials file).

Measures Part 1 Trust (Time 1) The same seven items as
before were used to measure participants’ trust in the job
applicant before the accusation took place (i.e., “pre-accu-
sation trust”’; Cronbach alpha = .94).

Vignettes Part 2 In the second part of the study, participants
were asked to read the following information:

According to his/her resume, for the last five years,
Alex has worked at a company called WorldTec. You
remember that this company was recently in the news:
Something happened there that caused a substantial
financial loss for the company. You happen to know
someone who works at WorldTec. You decide to con-
tact this person to learn more about Alex and this inci-
dent. As it turns out, your contact believes that Alex
is responsible for the incident. According to your con-
tact, Alex made a serious mistake while processing
an order.

Participants were then presented with our violation type
manipulation. In the “competence” condition, the text sub-
sequently stated:

Your contact believes that Alex has made this mistake
because he/she lacked the necessary knowledge and
skills that are required to perform his/her job. Specifi-
cally, according to your contact, Alex repeatedly used
the wrong product code when processing the order.
Because of this, the order was not processed in time
before the deadline, causing the loss for the company.

Whereas in the “integrity” condition, the text commented
as follows:

Your contact believes that Alex has made this mis-
take because he/she lacked the values and integrity
that were required to perform his/her job. Specifically,
according to your contact, Alex repeatedly spent work-
ing hours for personal use, selling goods on eBay and
Amazon. Because of this, the order was not processed
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in time before the deadline, causing the loss for the
company.

Measures Part 2 Manipulation Checks The effectiveness of
our violation type manipulation was tested with the follow-
ing two check questions: “To what extent can WorldTec’s
loss be attributed to a lack of competence on part of Alex?”
and “To what extent can WorldTec’s loss be attributed to a
lack of integrity on part of Alex?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very
much s0).

Trust (Time 2) After the accusation took place, trust was
measured for a second time using the same scale as before
(i.e., “post-accusation trust”’; Cronbach alpha = .96).

Vignettes Part 3 Like in Study 1, participants were again
asked to imagine that a couple of days later, they received
an email message from their contact person at WorldTec.
The message stated that there has been an internal investiga-
tion to evaluate all employees and their involvement in the
incident. A similar report as in Study 1 was attached to the
email. In the “Accused & Confirmed” condition, the report
concluded that the job applicant was indeed responsible for
the company’s financial loss, whereas in the “Accused &
Refuted” condition, it was concluded that the job applicant
was not responsible for the loss and that there was thus no
evidence that he or she used wrong product codes (“com-
petence” condition) or spent working hours for personal
use (“integrity” condition). For the exact wordings of these
reports, see Appendix F (Figures F1-F4) of the Supplemen-
tary Materials file.

Measures Part 3 Manipulation Checks To test if our refuta-
tion manipulation was successful, participants were asked
the following: “How responsible was Alex for the incident?”
and “To what extent was the loss Alex’s fault?” (1 = not
at all, 7 = very much so). The scores on these two post-
refutation checks were averaged (Cronbach alpha = .99).

Trust (Time 3) Finally, after the refutation manipulation,
trust was measured for a third and final time using the same
scale as before (i.e., “post-refutation trust”’; Cronbach alpha
=.98).

Results

Manipulation Checks

For the checks of violation type, the results indicated that

participants in the “competence” condition attributed the
loss significantly more (p < .001) to a lack of competence
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(M = 5.51, SD = 1.07) than to a lack of integrity (M =
4.21, SD = 1.36). Conversely, participants in the “integrity”
condition attributed the loss significantly more (p < .005)
to a lack of integrity (M = 6.08, SD = 1.03) than to a lack
of competence (M = 5.54, SD = 1.64). For these findings,
it can be concluded that our manipulation of violation type
was indeed successful.

For the checks of the refutation manipulation, the results
showed a significant main effect of refutation on the post-
refutation check scale, F(1, 177) = 1260.52, p < .001, 11217 =
.877. As expected, participants viewed the job applicant as
more responsible in the “Accused & Confirmed” condition
(M = 6.35, SD = 0.86) than in the “Accused & Refuted”
condition (M = 1.59, SD = 0.96). Accordingly, the refutation
manipulation was also successful. Here, the main effect of
violation type and the interaction term did not reach statisti-
cal significance, F(1, 177) = 3.32, p = .070, nzp =.018 and
F(1, 177) = 2.20, p = .140, n’p = .012, respectively.

Changes in Trust

We subsequently conducted a 2 (violation type: com-
petence vs. integrity) X 2 (refutation: Accused & Con-
firmed vs. Accused & Refuted) X 3 (trust: pre-accusation,
post-accusation, and post-refutation) repeated-measures
ANOVA, with the latter factor being the within-subjects
factor. The results of these analyses are shown in Table 6;
the means and standard deviations of each condition are
found in Table 7.

As shown in Table 6, most main and interaction effects
reached statistical significance, except for the two-way inter-
action between violation type and refutation (p = 576) and
the three-way interaction between trust, violation type, and
refutation (p = .105). However, in the case that an interac-
tion term is not significant, but at least one of its main effects
is, subsequent tests can still be done to understand differ-
ences between conditions (Wei et al., 2012; also see Blum
et al., 2022). Given that the three-way interaction (which is
visualized in Fig. 3) was close to being marginally signifi-
cant and all three main effects were highly significant (see
Table 6), and, even more importantly, because we expected
only small, but very specific differences between the condi-
tions, simple effects tests are justified.

As shown in Fig. 3, for both violation types, in the
“Accused & Refuted” condition, post-refutation trust was
significantly higher (both ps < .001) than post-accusation
trust. Most critically, however, when the violation concerned
a matter of competence (see Fig. 3A), in the “Accused &
Refuted” condition, post-refutation trust did not differ sig-
nificantly (p = .104) from pre-accusation trust. But when the
violation concerned a matter integrity (see Fig. 3B), in the
“Accused & Refuted” condition, post-refutation trust was
still significantly lower (p < .001) than pre-accusation trust.
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Table 7 Mean trust score (and
standard deviation) of each
condition (Study 3)

Condition

Trust

Pre-accusation (T1)

Post-accusation (T2)

Post-refutation (T3)

Competence violation
Accused & Confirmed
Accused & Refuted

Integrity violation
Accused & Confirmed
Accused & Refuted

4.67 (1.06) 1y
4.84(0.92),y

4.56 (0.77) oy
481 (0.82),y

3.04 (1.07)py
3.30 (0.86)y

2.07 (0.84)y
220 (1.07)gy

239 (1.16)cy
456 (0.75),

1.54 (0.72)cy
4.12 (0.98),

Note Pre-accusation trust refers to the level of trust before the accusation took place; post-accusation trust
refers to the level of trust after the accusation took place; post-refutation trust refers to the level of trust
after the refutation manipulation took place

a.c: means with different subscripts within the same row differ significantly (p < .05); y.: means with dif-
ferent subscripts within the same column (of a specific violation type) differ significantly (p < .05)

However, when looking at the trajectory of trust from “post-
accusation” (T2) to “post-refutation” (T3), the recovery of
trust in fact was again greater in case of integrity accusations
than in case of competence accusations, F(1, 177) = 13.98,
p <.001, °p = .073.

Discussion

In line with Study 2’s findings, we again found a stickiness
effect of false integrity accusations. In particular, it was
found that in case of an alleged competence violation, the
refutation managed to restore trust back to the same level it
was before the accusation took place, indicating full trust
repair, whereas in case of an alleged integrity violation, the
increase in trust that resulted from the refutation failed to
fully restore trust to its pre-accusation state, indicating only
partial trust repair. These findings again suggest that false
accusations concerning integrity (but not competence) can
continue to have a lingering, detrimental impact on trust
after exoneration.

Again, in terms of final trust levels, this finding seems
to align with Hypothesis 3 (which predicted only partial
trust repair). However, as in Study 2, in absolute terms, the
restoration of trust again was greater in case of integrity
accusations than in case of competence accusations. This
again suggests that the stickiness of false integrity accusa-
tions does not reflect a decreased ability to rebuild trust (as
assumed by Hypothesis 3), but rather may also indicate that
trust recovery is bounded in the speed with which it can
recover (as suggested by Hypothesis 2). In this way, trust
could be fully restored for competence accusations, but not
for integrity accusations, where trust had been eroded more
by the initial false accusation.

The aim of our next and final study was to replicate
these findings in a more realistic setting, by utilizing
an in-basket task in a simulated company. Moreover,
to further enhance realism and practical relevance,

we specifically recruited participants who had direct
experience with selection decisions. Within this more
vivid and immersive experimental setting, we tested how
participants’ rankings of job applicants changed over time
in response to an initial integrity violation accusation,
which—analogous to our prior studies—was later either
refuted or confirmed.

Study 4
Method
Sample, Design, and Power

To further increase external validity, in Study 4, we aimed
to recruit working adults who had direct experience with
selection decisions. Prospective participants were again pre-
screened using the screening variables collected by Prolific.
Its module on work responsibilities includes one question
on experience with making hiring decisions (i.e., “Do you
have any experience in making hiring decisions [i.e. have
you been responsible for hiring job candidates]?””). Only par-
ticipants who indicated they do have such experience were
eligible to participate. Because individuals with hiring expe-
rience are relatively less common than regular working indi-
viduals, both full-time and part-time employed participants
were eligible to take part. In this way, we recruited a sample
of 111 UK participants (78 female). On average, participants
were 40.81 years old (SD = 10.95), worked 33.86 hours a
week (SD = 8.71), and had 9.81 years of work experience
in their current function (SD = 6.81).

Participants were randomly assigned to either the
“Accused & Confirmed” condition (n = 57) or the “Accused
& Refuted” condition (n = 54). Because our previous studies
indicate that the lingering effects of false accusations only
apply to accusations concerning integrity, we specifically
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Fig.3 Three-way interaction
between “trust,” “violation
type,” and “refutation” (Study
3). Note. Pre-accusation trust
refers to the level of trust before
the accusation took place; post-
accusation trust refers to the
level of trust after the accusa- 5
tion took place; post-refutation
trust refers to the level of trust
after the refutation manipulation
took place. Error bars represent
standard errors. ***p < .001

Trust Score
E=

A) Competence Violation

Refutation

=== Accused & Confirmed
= Accused & Refuted

Pre-accusation
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B) Integrity Violation
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=== Accused & Confirmed
= Accused & Refuted

*kk

Trust Score

Pre-accusation

zoomed in on integrity accusations in this study. As such,
Study 4 did not include a competence accusation condition.
For this last study, we based our sensitivity analysis on
the between-subjects factor (refutation) X within-subjects
variable (ranking) interaction. The results of this analysis
revealed that the Study 4 sample size yielded 80% power to
detect interaction effects of size partial #° = .081 (or larger).
Comparing this effect size to the interaction effects obtained
in Study 4 (i.e., all partial nzs > .370, see Table 8), it can be
inferred that Study 4 was also sufficiently powered.

Procedure

To simulate actual workplace experiences, we adapted a
managerial in-basket test, which is a simulation task that
is often used to assess specific job applicants in selection
procedures (Hoogervorst et al., 2013; Trevifio, 1992). At the
start of the experiment, participants were led to believe that
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Post-accusation Post-refutation

Trust

they are connected with two other Prolific participants who
are simultaneously conducting the study and that together
they form the HR department of a simulated accounting
firm. In reality, the other participants were simulated, and
their behaviors were preprogrammed.

Participants were subsequently informed that the firm
they are working for is looking for a senior-level tax account-
ant and that the HR department is responsible for hiring new
employees. They were then told that the HR department is
hierarchically structured into two organizational levels. We
showed participants a visual illustration of the hierarchy and
informed them that one participant will be placed in the
supervisor position, while the other two participants will be
positioned at the employee level. Subsequently, we informed
participants that a network connection will be established
between them and the other two participants. Once the net-
work connection was established, they were informed about
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their position in the organizational hierarchy. Unbeknownst
to them, all participants were assigned in the supervisor
position (i.e., the position of the hiring manager).
Participants were subsequently told that, as hiring man-
agers, they are responsible for the selection decision. It was
stated that, to expedite the hiring process, a recruiter from an
external company had already pre-screened all candidates.
Based on this pre-screening, the external company selected
the four candidates with the highest test scores from the
applicant pool. Participants were told that to quickly assess
these four candidates (which were referred to as Applicant D,
Applicant F, Applicant K, and Applicant M), the external firm
had made a summary of their test results. Participants were
subsequently presented with this overview, from which it was
apparent that Applicant K received the highest test score (i.e.,
89), followed by Applicant F (i.e., 83), Applicant M (i.e., 78),
and finally Applicant D (i.e., 75). See Appendix G (Figure
G1) of the Supplementary Materials file for more details on
how this information was exactly presented to participants.

Measures (Time 1) As an attention check, participants were
subsequently asked the following: “Which job applicant
obtained the highest test score?” All participants correctly
identified Applicant K as scoring the highest. Next, we asked
participants to rank the four applicants in order of preference
to hire (i.e., “pre-accusation ranking”), with their most pre-
ferred applicant being ranked first and their least preferred
applicant being ranked fourth.

After ranking the four candidates for the first time, partici-
pants read that the external company had also prepared a file
containing information about the job history of each appli-
cant. They were told that their two employees (i.e., the other
two participants in the study) have access to these files and
that they will contact them if they find something noteworthy.
After some time, participants received a message from one of
their employees, who found a letter in which Applicant K (i.e.,
the applicant who received the highest test score) was accused
of an integrity violation by his or her prior employer. More
specifically, Applicant K was accused of submitting an incor-
rect tax return that significantly understated a client’s capital
gains income, because he or she owed the client a favor (see
Appendix H (Figure H1) of the Supplementary Materials file
for the exact wording of this letter).

Measures (Time 2) To test if participants indeed perceived
this specific violation as a matter of integrity, we first asked
participants the following: “To what extent can the account-
ing-related violation be attributed to a lack of integrity on
part of Applicant K?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much so).
Next, participants were again asked to rank the four job

applicants in order of their preference to hire (i.e., “post-
accusation ranking”).

After participants ranked the four candidates for a second
time, they were told that their two employees are given the
task to further investigate the involvement of Applicant K in
this incident. After some time, participants received a mes-
sage from one of their employees in which it was stated that
there was an internal investigation concerning the involve-
ment of Applicant K in the accounting-related incident. In the
“Accused & Confirmed” condition, the attached report con-
cluded that Applicant K was indeed responsible for the inci-
dent, whereas in the “Accused & Refuted” condition, the report
concluded that Applicant K is not responsible for the incident
and thus that there is also no evidence of an integrity viola-
tion. The exact wordings of these messages are included in
Appendix I (Figure I1-12) of the Supplementary Materials file.

Measures (Time 3) The effectiveness of our refutation
manipulation was tested with the following item: “To
what extent was Applicant K responsible for the account-
ing-related violation?” (1 = not at all, 7 = very much so).
Finally, participants were asked to, once again, rank the four
job applicants in order of their preference to hire (i.e., “post-
refutation ranking”).

Results
Manipulation Checks

The results of a one-sample #-test showed that the mean
score of the integrity check question (M = 6.44, SD = 0.98)
differed significantly from the scale’s midpoint (i.e., value
4), 1(110) =26.28, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 979. This finding
indicates that participants indeed perceived the account-
ing-related violation that Applicant K was accused of as a
matter of integrity. Moreover, a one-way ANOVA revealed
that participants viewed Applicant K as significantly more
responsible for the account-related violation in the “Accused
& Confirmed” condition (M = 6.95, SD = 0.29) than in the
“Accused & Refuted” condition (M = 1.39, SD =0.74), F(1,
109) = 2773.13, p < .001, °p = .962.

Changes in Rankings

To investigate how the rankings of the four applicants
changed over the course of our experiment, we conducted a
2 (refutation: Accused & Confirmed vs. Accused & Refuted)
X 4 (applicant: D, F, K, and M) X 3 (ranking: pre-accusation,
post-accusation, and post-refutation) repeated-measures
ANOVA, with the latter two factors both being measured
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Table 8 Results of the repeated-measures ANOVA with ‘“rank-
ing” and “applicant” as within-subjects variables and “refutation” as
between-subjects variable (Study 4)

Variable df F Partial ;12 )4

Applicant 3,107 536.49 .938 <.001
Applicant X refutation 3,107 2097 .370 <.001
Applicant X ranking 6,104 254.69 .936 <.001
Applicant X ranking X refutation 6, 104 22.62 .566 <.001

within-subjects. The results of this analysis are found in
Table 8; the mean scores are given in Table 9.

As shown in Table 8, the reported main and interaction
effects all reached statistical significance, including the
three-way interaction between applicant, ranking, and refuta-
tion. Several interesting findings can be derived from Fig. 4,
which visualizes this three-way interaction. Before the accu-
sation took place (i.e., pre-accusation ranking), Applicant K
(who received the highest test score during the preselection)
was ranked first (see Fig. 4A and B). However, after being
accused of an integrity violation (i.e., post-accusation rank-
ing), Applicant K dropped to the last position (see Fig. 4A
and B). Critically, however, after the refutation manipula-
tion took place (i.e., post-refutation ranking), Applicant K
remained at the last position in the “Accused & Confirmed”
condition (see Fig. 4A), while in the “Accused & Refuted”
condition, Applicant K rose from the last position to the
second position (see Fig. 4B).

Simple effects tests confirmed that in the “Accused &
Refuted” condition (see Fig. 4B), Applicant K’s post-ref-
utation ranking differed significantly from their own pre-
accusation ranking (p < .001). And, arguably even more
important, in the “Accused & Refuted” condition, Applicant
K’s post-refutation ranking also differed significantly from
Applicant F’s (i.e., the applicant who received the second
highest test score during the preselection) post-refutation
ranking (p = .039). Together, these two findings provide
converging evidence that, even after being refuted, a false
integrity violation accusation still negatively impacts hiring
decisions.

Discussion

Study 4 further investigated the stickiness of false integrity
accusations for organizational decision-making in the more
realistic experimental setting of an in-basket task within
a simulated company. To this end, participants (who have
experience with hiring decisions in real-life) were placed
in the role of a human resource manager who is responsi-
ble for the decision to hire a job candidate after a selection
process for an open vacancy at his/her fictious company.
The results revealed that false accusations concerning an
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applicant’s integrity continued to negatively impact this per-
son’s chance of being hired, even when the accusation was
later refuted. To conclude, the present study replicates the
lingering negative effects of false integrity accusations in a
realistic simulated hiring situation and thereby underlines
the detrimental consequences for the professional life of the
accused.

General Discussion

The present work examined if false accusations have linger-
ing negative effects in a hiring context, a setting in which
incorrect information about one’s reputation may be par-
ticularly harmful. We distinguished three perspectives from
prior research. Specifically, trust restoration after false
accusations may occur in one of the following ways: it may
be full and immediate (Hypothesis 1), gradual over time
(Hypothesis 2), or it may result in lingering effects where
trust is only partially restored (Hypothesis 3). Moreover,
building on insights from the attribution bias theory of
Reeder and Brewer (1979) and the empirical work of Kim
et al. (2004), we theorized that the basis of the accusation
(competence or integrity) may be a crucial factor to help us
separate which of these different possibilities applies. To
test these predictions, four experimental studies (each using
a different setup and/or research design) were conducted
among working samples, including individuals who have
direct experience in making hiring decisions.

Our findings consistently indicated that false accusations
may have a lingering negative impact on one’s perceived
trustworthiness as well as adverse effects on one’s job oppor-
tunities. However, the results also revealed that the impact of
false accusations was dependent on accusation basis. In line
with the logic of negation, when the accusation concerned a
matter of competence, exonerating information could fully
restore trust in the accused, as well as completely restore
their chances of being hired. Conversely, in line with the
idea that false accusations may have lingering effects, when
the accusation concerned a matter of integrity, trust in the
accused recovered only partially, and their chances in selec-
tion continued to be compromised. As such, whether false
accusations lead to continuing reputational harm depends
on accusation basis (as predicted by Hypothesis 3), with
accusations relating to one’s integrity being more likely to
have lingering effects—even in the face of exonerating evi-
dence. Critically, however, our findings do not seem to indi-
cate that trust is more difficult to rebuild after false integrity
accusations: in fact, trust recovered even more here than
in case of false competence accusations (but not enough to
fully recover). This suggests that lingering effects of false
accusations may also be rooted in limits to the speed with
which trust can recover (as suggested by Hypothesis 2). We
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Table9 Mean rank (and
standard deviation) of each
applicant (Study 4) Pre-accusation (T1) Post-accusation (T2) Post-refutation (T3)

Applicant Ranking

Accused & Confirmed condition

Applicant D 3.88 (0.47) aw 2.89 (0.62)gw 2.84 (0.53)gw
Applicant F 2.00 (0.19)5x 1.14 (0.40)gx 1.11 (0.41)gx
Applicant K (accused) 1.11 (0.49) 5y 3.77 (0.68)gy 3.86 (0.61)gy
Applicant M 3.02 (0.40) 5, 2.19 (0.55)g, 2.19 (0.44)g,
Accused & Refuted condition
Applicant D 3.93 (0.33)zw 2.96 (0.51)gw 3.63 (0.78)cw
Applicant F 2.06 (0.30)5x 1.07 (0.33)px 1.61 (0.56)cx
Applicant K (accused) 1.00 (0.00) 5y 3.74 (0.73)gy 1.98 (1.17)¢y
Applicant M 3.02 (0.24) 5, 2.22 (0.50)g, 2.78 (0.57) ¢y

Note. Pre-accusation ranking refers to the ranking before the accusation took place; post-accusation rank-
ing refers to the ranking after the accusation took place; post-refutation ranking refers to the ranking after
the refutation manipulation took place

A.c: means with different subscripts within the same row differ significantly (p < .05); w.: means with dif-
ferent subscripts within the same column (of a specific condition) differ significantly (p < .05)

Fig.4 Three-way interaction A) Accused & Confirmed Condition
between “applicant,” “rank-

ing,” and “refutatipn” (Stu‘dy 4). 1 Applicant
Note. Pre—accusagon ranking — — Applicant D
refers to the ranking before the = Applicant F
accusation took place; post- === Applicant K (accused)
accusation ranking refers to ~— Applicant M
the ranking after the accusa- 2
. . — e
tion took place; post-refutation « o
ranking refers to the ranking €
after the refutation manipulation o
took place. Error bars represent
3
standard errors. *p < .05
\
\"4
4
Pre-accusation Post-accusation Post-refutation
Ranking
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[
©
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unpack these intriguing findings and their implications in
more detail below.

Theoretical Contributions

The present findings advance the existing literature on
“sticky” reputations and lingering effects of false accusa-
tions. Although previous research delivered more anecdo-
tal evidence of continuing belief in false accusations (most
notably Burnett et al., (2017) and Clow & Leach (2015)),
until the current work, no direct and systematic evidence on
these processes existed. The present research deepens our
understanding of these processes by identifying a theoreti-
cal mechanism, namely trust, driving these effects, and by
demonstrating how its restoration may differ depending on
the basis of the accusation. In this way, our research provides
a much-needed theoretical foundation for understanding the
stickiness of false accusations and the factors that may mod-
erate this stickiness effect.

Prior research revealed that it takes a long time to rebuild
broken trust and that, in some cases, it never completely
recovers (see Schweitzer et al., 2006; Slovic, 1993; also see
Lewicki & Bunker, 1996; Lewicki & Wiethoff, 2000). At
first glance, such insights seem to align well with the present
findings. However, on closer inspection, the present find-
ings also extend them in several important ways. First, the
present findings demonstrate that even when trust is broken
due to patently false accusations, trust may not fully recover,
even after exonerating information. Secondly, our findings
demonstrate that the answer to the question of whether trust
recovers after false accusations can depend on the basis of
the accusation. In our studies, while trust was fully restored
for accusations relating to competence, it was only partially
restored for accusations relating to integrity.

Nonetheless and perhaps most notably, our findings
do not support the idea that rebuilding trust is more dif-
ficult after an accusation concerning one’s integrity (vs.
competence). In fact, our studies consistently demonstrate
a greater increase of trust after presenting exonerating
information about an integrity accusation than about a
competence accusation. Thus, the finding that trust does
not fully recover after integrity accusations does not seem
to indicate that trust becomes more difficult to rebuild
after false accusations concerning one’s integrity, as we
originally hypothesized by Hypothesis 3. Rather, the
results revealed that trust dropped so sharply following
integrity accusations that the greater increase after exon-
eration was still insufficient to fully restore it. This was
different from accusations relating to one’s competence,
which less sharply eroded one’s trustworthiness such that
the increase that followed exoneration was sufficient to
fully restore it. As such, our work provides evidence for
the idea that differences in initial erosion of trust after an
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integrity (vs. competence) accusation rather than differ-
ences in trust repair prevent the immediate restoration of
trust (see Dirks et al., 2009, for more details on the dis-
tinction between “trust repair” and “trust restoration”). In
this vein, the present findings also suggest that the inabil-
ity to fully restore trust by refuting false accusations relat-
ing to one’s integrity may (at least partially) be rooted
in the speed with which trust can recover and therefore
in the mechanics of trust and its recovery (as predicted
by Hypothesis 2), instead of (exclusively) in continued
belief in their veracity (as assumed by Hypothesis 3). In
the present studies, exoneration could fully restore trust
for competence accusations, but it could not do that for
integrity accusations (at least not immediately), where
trust in the accused had been tarnished more by the initial
false accusation.

An important question that arises then from the present
results is how lingering effects of false accusations could
be countered. The present findings do not yet enable us to
answer this conclusively. One possibility is that after such
claims are refuted, trust in the accused will eventually
recover in the longer run. According to this possibility, it is
not the case that false allegations will permanently damage
trust in the accused, but rather that the repair of trust may
take longer. If so, this would suggest that trust would eventu-
ally have fully recovered, if the duration of our studies had
been extended. Nevertheless, insights from the legal domain
do suggest that the effect of some allegations, despite being
refuted, may not subside with time (Burnett et al., 2017).
According to this possibility, people may continue to eye
the formerly accused with suspicion or “magically” associ-
ate them with actual offenders (Clow & Leach, 2015; Rozin
et al., 1992). Further research is needed to evaluate these
possibilities.

Practical Implications

Besides these theoretical considerations, the present research
also offers some practical insights for organizations. A large
body of research has shown that misinformation has become
a common part of the digital media environment (e.g., see
Del Vicario et al., 2016; Fernandez & Alani, 2018; Guess &
Lyons, 2020). Given that hiring managers are increasingly
using the internet and social media websites to acquire pre-
employment information about job candidates (Davidson
et al., 2011; Nikolaou, 2014), it is likely that they will also
more frequently encounter false reputational information
about job candidates. Indeed, the internet plays an important
role in propagating and spreading misinformation (Doerr
et al., 2012; Sunstein, 2009; also see Dalal et al., 2015).
Our findings show that when false reputational infor-
mation concerns a matter of integrity, it can prevent
human resource managers from selecting the best qualified
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candidate for a particular position, even when the informa-
tion is proven to be incorrect. Moreover, this applied not
only for regular working individuals but also for individuals
who had direct experience with making hiring decisions.
Because suboptimal hiring decisions may be particularly
costly for organizations (see Laurano, 2015; Wells, 2013),
an important implication of the current research is thus that
those in charge of hiring and selection decisions should
be made aware that, despite being refuted, integrity viola-
tion accusations may continue to have a lingering nega-
tive impact on their assessment of job candidates. By being
more aware of such lingering effects, hiring managers may
be able to correct for them in their decisions. Moreover,
greater awareness of these processes may prompt increased
reliance on practical tools to reduce bias in the workplace
(see Stephens et al., 2020; also see Paluck et al., 2021).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Like all studies, our research is not without limitations.
The first methodological limitation of our work relates to
the variation in how we identified inattentive participants
across our studies. Specifically, Study 2 employed sev-
eral comprehension checks to detect inattentive partici-
pants, while Studies 1, 3, and 4 used a single-item atten-
tion check for the same purpose. Another methodological
limitation is that we solely examined the stickiness of false
accusations in the context of hypothetical selection deci-
sions. This lack of mundane realism may raise concerns
regarding consequences of hiring that were not present
in our hypothetical scenarios. That is, suboptimal hiring
decisions in the real world may incur considerable costs
for organizations, which were absent in our studies. How-
ever, given that in real-life settings, human resource man-
agers are held accountable for their selection decisions,
it can reasonably be expected that the lingering negative
effects of false accusations may even be more pronounced
in real situations than in the hypothetical situations that
we studied here. Concerns over the external validity of
our results may be mitigated in part by the fact that the
lingering effects of false accusations also emerged among
participants who had direct experience with making hiring
decisions, who likely are more cognizant of the repercus-
sions that such decisions have in the real world. Neverthe-
less, it would be valuable for future research to directly
examine how these processes operate in real-life organi-
zational settings.

In the present study, we examined how the accusation
basis impacts the stickiness of false accusations, based
on the differing effects that were observed across differ-
ent domains and offenses in related research. Our studies
confirm that the basis of the accusation is an important
moderator of the lingering effects of false accusations on

trust and decision-making. Nevertheless, it is important to
note that many other variables could influence the strength
of the stickiness effect as well. One such variable concerns
the conclusiveness or persuasive quality of the exoneration
evidence. It is possible that the level of conclusiveness of
the exonerating evidence may impact the degree to which
false accusations “stick.” For example, it could be that even
the lingering effects of false integrity accusations can be
negated when sufficiently hard, indismissable exonerating
evidence is provided (such as DNA evidence that identi-
fies someone else as the “true” perpetrator; see Lieberman
et al. 2008; Saks and Koehler, 2005). Also, whether false
accusations may have lingering effects could depend on the
accusation itself (for instance, rumors based on hearsay or
an official complaint to the authorities). And finally, it may
be that the stickiness of false accusations differs for other
accusation bases (such as vice or criminal offenses, see
Burnett et al., 2017; Clow & Leach, 2015). The theoretical
framework and paradigm that we have presented here pro-
vide an important starting point with which future research
could examine these and other questions, to further unravel
what exactly shapes the stickiness of false accusations.
On a final note, we would like to mention that future
research may also build on this research to examine the pos-
sible stickiness of false positive information. While the pre-
sent research demonstrates that negative allegations may have
lingering effects, it is unclear if positive allegations may have
a similar impact and may continue to evoke more favorable
impressions despite being refuted. The findings of Cobb et al.
(2013) provide some preliminary insight into this matter.
They found that the retraction of positive, but false informa-
tion results in less (instead of more) favorable evaluations of
politicians, even when the false information was attributed to
a journalistic error rather than to intentional deception by the
politician. According to Cobb et al. (2013), this constitutes a
so-called “punishment effect,” meaning that people overes-
timate how much correction is needed and thus end up with
an opinion that is more negative than it was prior to learn-
ing about the false positive information. Future research may
further disentangle whether incorrect positive reputational
information may have lingering positive effects or may have
negative repercussions, and how this may depend on its basis.
Doing so may be particularly insightful for selection contexts,
where job candidates might be tempted to exaggerate or even
fabricate claims about their record and qualifications, which
may subsequently be disconfirmed by their prior employer.

Conclusion

Despite its importance in organizational contexts, repu-
tational information is not always accurate. The present
research reveals that inaccurate reputations due to false
accusations may stick, even when refuted, and may have
a continuing impact on both trust and hiring decisions,

@ Springer



Journal of Business and Psychology

particularly so for accusations relating to integrity. These
findings demonstrate the lingering costs of false accusations
for individual workers, as well as for their possible employ-
ers. The current work advances our understanding of how
unwarranted negative reputations develop and underlines the
importance of learning how to counter them.
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