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SESSION OVERVIEW
This session proposes that factors traditionally thought to weak-

en a message’s delivery or content can actually enhance its persua-
sive appeal under specific conditions. In particular, using a powerful 
individual as a spokesperson, directly addressing an audience’s ques-
tions, and including consistent or favorable arguments in a message 
have all been suggested or alluded to increase persuasiveness (for 
reviews, see Petty and Wegener 1998; Dillard and Pfau 2002). In 
contrast to these perspectives, the present session assembles papers 
that demonstrate circumstances under which the opposite, and more 
counterintuitive, outcomes hold. Papers 1 and 2 focus on message 
communication and examine how a communicator who feels power-
less or provides evasive answers can actually be a better persuader. 
Papers 3 and 4 focus on message content and investigate when in-
cluding inconsistent opinions or unfavorable product features in-
creases persuasion.

Past work has equated effective communication with high lev-
els of power (Kipnis 1972). However, Dubois et al. demonstrate 
powerlessness can heighten persuasiveness– provided the context 
highlights warmth, and/or that recipients value warmth. In their re-
search, persuaders experimentally made to feel powerless displayed 
greater warmth, which spilled over their delivery style and increased 
success. Moving to another facet of communication – the art of an-
swering questions – Rogers and Norton show that dodging questions 
can yield greater effectiveness than merely answering the question, 
when speakers respond to a question with answers that seem to ad-
dress the question (e.g., stating a similar topic).

The final two papers examine situations under which adding 
counter-attitudinal information to a message’s content can enhance 
its impact. Reich and Tormala examine how conflicting evidence in-
fluences message receptivity. Their data show conflicting messages 
can be more effective than consistent ones, provided the arguments 
presented are strong and/or the source is trusted. Ein-Gar and Shiv’s 
work shows that providing consumers with positive information fol-
lowed by a minor piece of negative information appears to enhance 
their overall evaluations of a target relative to providing exclusively 
positive information, but only when processing effort is low. These 
effects shed new insights into the “inoculation” view of persuasion 
by suggesting that including negative information can ironically 
make positive information more salient.

This session is of interest to a broad swath of consumer re-
searchers and of special interest to those interested in communica-
tion, information processing, persuasion and social judgment. By 
providing a series of thought-provoking findings of when previously 
documented negative influences on persuasion can actually serve as 
benefits to persuasion, this session offers novel insights on persua-
sive processes and paves the road for future research. 

Using Communicator Power to 
Foster Warmth or Competence

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The choice of a spokesperson to promote an idea or a prod-

uct is one of the most difficult yet important choice organizations 
have to make. Such a choice will likely guide recipients’ favorable 
or unfavorable responses. From simple consumers to successful 
CEOs, one key feature on which spokespersons differ is their level 
of power – defined as perceived or actual control over resources or 
other people (Magee and Galinsky 2008). As a central basis of social 
hierarchy, power deeply permeates to individuals’ everyday experi-
ences through both chronic (e.g. one’s socio-economic status) and 
momentary (e.g. choice of options) factors. 

We propose that states of powerlessness and power system-
atically affect communicators’ delivery style of persuasive appeals 
along two foundational dimensions of social judgments: warmth and 
competence (Cuddy et al., 2008). Where warmth captures how good-
natured and trustworthy a communicator is perceived to be, compe-
tence refers to perceptions of skillfulness and confidence attached 
to a communicator. How might power affect communicator delivery 
style? Given research showing powerlessness increases one’s ability 
to take others’ perspective (Galinsky et al. 2008) and compassion 
(Van Kleef et al. 2008), states of powerlessness might enhance com-
municators’ warmth. In contrast, given research linking power with 
action-orientation (Galinsky et al. 2003 and confidence (Briñol et al. 
2007), power might enhance communicators’ competence. If true, 
powerless communicators should be more persuasive than powerful 
and baseline communicators when advocating “warm” products or 
ideas (e.g. charities, see Aaker et al. 2010). Three experiments test 
these hypotheses and explore consequences for persuasion. Analyses 
used ANOVAs and t-tests as appropriate. 

Experiment 1: Can powerless communicators trump powerful 
ones? Participants were divided into communicators and recipients. 
We manipulated communicators’ power through an episodic recall 
task (Galinsky et al. 2003). Next, communicators wrote the promo-
tional content of an ad appeal for a charity project (funding for a 
community bus) promoted by a “.org”. Finally, we presented the ad 
to recipients, and gave them the option to donate money for the proj-
ect. The ad was standard, except a portion of the copy executed by 
communicators whose power was manipulated. An ANOVA revealed 
a main effect of power, p <.01. Recipients gave $4.30 on average to 
low-power communicators, but only $1.74 to high-power communi-
cators. In addition, communicators’ perceived warmth mediated the 
amounts donated (95% CI = -.350; .096), suggesting powerlessness 
can yield more effective communication than states of power. 

Experiment 2: Powerless candidate, but powerful president? 
Experiment 2 tested whether the acquisition of power changed com-
municators’ expressed warmth versus competence. We randomly 
presented undergraduates with short seconds interview excerpts of 
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Barak Obama with the same interviewer performed when Obama 
was a candidate (i.e., not in power) or the president-elect (i.e., in 
power). The excerpts were cut from actual interviews by a research 
assistant blind to the hypotheses.  Importantly, any information that 
could allow participants to know Obama’s position at the time of 
the interview was removed (i.e., any sentence or action mention-
ing or implying he was a candidate or a president at the time of the 
interview). After viewing a series of excerpts, participants rated 
Obama’ warmth and competence (α = .91 and α = .87, respectively; 
items from Cuddy et al., 2008). Obama was judged warmer when 
candidate than when president, p < .01, but more competent when 
president than when candidate, p <.01 regardless of participants’ 
political affiliations, and despite the fact participants did not know 
whether Obama was president or candidate when the interview was 
produced. Thus, powerlessness (power) might foster communicator 
warmth (competence). 

Experiment 3: Communicator’s effectiveness as a function of 
Recipient Power. Our last experiment provides experimental evi-
dence of the effectiveness of powerful and powerless communicators 
against different populations. That is, we reasoned that changes in 
power may not only affect communicators but also recipients’ sensi-
tivity to certain aspects of the communication in the same direction. 
Put differently, what states of high (low)- power foster at the deliv-
ery stage might also be what high (low)-power recipients weigh at 
the reception stage. If true, powerless communicators might be more 
effective against powerless recipients since those are particularly 
sensitive to warmth. In contrast, powerful communicators might be 
more effective against powerful recipients since those are particu-
larly sensitive to competence.   

Undergraduates were assigned to a 3 (communicators’ power: 
baseline, low, high) × 3 (recipients’ power: baseline, low, high) be-
tween subject design. Both communicators’ and recipients’ power 
was manipulated as in experiment 1. Communicators wrote a per-
suasive message promoting their university. These messages were 
then randomly presented to recipients who judged the message on 
three dimensions: persuasiveness, competence, and warmth. Re-
sults revealed high-(low-) power recipients found high-(low-) power 
communicators more persuasive than low-power (high-power) and 
baseline communicators. Among baseline recipients, there was no 
effect of power on persuasion. In addition, regardless of recipients’ 
power, high-power communicators were judged as more compe-
tent than both baseline and low-power communicators. In contrast, 
regardless of recipients’ power, low-power communicators were 
judged as warmer than both baseline and high-power communica-
tors. Further analyses revealed competence (95% CI = .072; .703), 
but not warmth (95% CI = -.051; .198) mediated the effect of com-
municator’s power on persuasiveness. In contrast, low-power recipi-
ents found that warmth (95% CI = -.223; .152), but not competence 
(95% CI = -.641; -091) mediated the effect of communicator’s power 
on persuasiveness. 

Discussion. These experiments offer a framework for under-
standing how power affects the communication and reception of per-
suasive messages, and suggests temporary states of power unilater-
ally shift one’s expression and sensitivity to competence and warmth 
leading powerless and powerful communicators to yield effective 
communication, but for different reasons. Implications for social 
policy and political communication will be discussed.

The Artful Dodger: Answering the 
Wrong Question the Right Way 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Many in public life seek to master the artful dodge, frequent-

ly attempting to wriggle out from answering questions they would 
rather avoid. Though perhaps most grating when performed by poli-
ticians, question-dodging occurs in a wide array of other contexts 
as well: from corporate executives avoiding reporters’ requests for 
their expectations for the next fiscal quarter, to employees sidestep-
ping their bosses’ questions as to why they are late for the third 
straight day, to spouses evading their partners’ inquiries as to their 
whereabouts the previous evening. Among relevant marketing and 
consumer domains, consider the public relations officers who deal 
with tough questions from consumers, regulators, and the media in 
the aftermath of product-safety crises; tactics in customer relation-
ship management (CRM) for pacifying clients even when unable to 
actually solve their substantive problems; or a salesperson skillfully 
evading questions about the true value of buying dealership rust-
proofing for new car, or about the accident history of a used one.

But are such attempts to dodge successful? Most importantly, 
what determines whether a dodge is successful – when a speaker’s 
answer to the wrong question goes unnoticed, and therefore unpun-
ished?  In the experiments that follow we show that dodges succeed 
when speakers respond to a question by responding with answers 
that seem to address the question, but which in fact address an en-
tirely different, though similar, question. For instance, a politician 
in a debate asked about the illegal drug problem in America whose 
answer stresses the need for universal healthcare has engaged in a 
successful dodge if listeners have both forgotten that she was even 
asked about drugs, and evaluate her highly. Indeed, we show that in 
some cases, speakers end up better off by answering the wrong ques-
tion well than the right question poorly. 

 Experiment 1. We asked participants to listen to a brief excerpt 
from a debate between two politicians.  For the second politician, 
we varied the question asked – about healthcare, the illegal drug 
problem, or the War on Terror – but this politician always gave the 
same answer about healthcare.  Thus we varied whether the politi-
cian answered the question asked (about healthcare), a similar ques-
tion (the drug problem), or a dissimilar question (the War on Terror).  
As predicted, results showed that when the politician answered a 
similar question, participants forgot the original question – a suc-
cessful dodge – and rated him highly; in contrast, when the politi-
cian answered a dissimilar question, participants noticed the effort 
to dodge and penalized him accordingly. Overall, speakers could get 
away with dodging questions without punishment when answering a 
question similar to the one asked.  In everyday life, of course, people 
usually attempt to dodge questions when they are not prepared with 
a good answer to the question asked – for example, when an em-
ployee’s boss pops into her office unannounced to inquire as to her 
lateness, leaving her to stammer through a poorly phrased answer.  

Experiment 2. In experiment 2, we compared the efficacy of 
dodging questions by answering a similar question to bumbling 
through an answer to the actual question.  Results showed that pro-
viding a good answer to a similar question resulted in evaluations 
similar to providing a good answer to the actual question (replicating 
experiment 1); most interestingly, providing a good answer to a simi-
lar question resulted in higher interpersonal ratings than answering 
the actual question poorly. How might we improve people’s abil-
ity to detect dodges?  Interestingly, television networks have taken 
steps to curtail politicians’ efforts to dodge questions during political 
debates by posting the question asked of politicians for the duration 


